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Abstract 
This study sought to investigate adolescents’ lived experiences of religious music in three 
Australian Catholic schools. Specifically, this study explores how religious music is used within 
Catholic schools and examines how religious music experiences in Catholic schools shape 
adolescents’ religious and musical identities. 
As a practising music teacher in a Catholic school, the motivation to undertake this study emerged 
as I witnessed adolescents’ engagement with religious music on a regular basis. I was intrigued to 
ascertain the ways in which their engagement with religious music was supporting or shaping their 
identity work. 
Existing literature revealed the ways in which music in the everyday life of adolescents influences 
their identity work. However a significant gap existed concerning the ways in which religious music 
may influence or inform adolescents’ identity work. Religious music is a vital part of Catholic 
schools’ identity, whereby students become religious observants to this important tradition. 
Australian Catholic schools were chosen as sites for this study as these schools provide a unique 
social context with specific cultural values and a contextualised exposure to music participation. At 
a time of transition to adulthood, schooling experiences play a significant role in shaping 
adolescents’ beliefs, values, and life journeys. Religion is a core part of Catholic schools’ 
philosophy, guiding daily school experiences and fostering positive life values. Furthermore, 
Catholic schools comprise the largest proportion of non-government schools in Australia, with 
approximately 1 in 5 Australian school students enrolled in Catholic Education (Australian Bureau 
of Statistics (A.B.S.), 2013; Catholic Archdiocese of Sydney, 2014). 
Music consumes much of adolescents’ everyday lives (Bennett, 2001; Hargreaves, Hargreaves & 
North, 2012; Sloboda & O’Neill, 2001) and has become a central part of their personal and social 
worlds. Frith (2007) articulated the ways in which music functions as a soundtrack to adolescents’ 
lives, and Barna (2001) emphasised how music can be considered as a life philosophy for 
adolescents. Music is used as a resource to make sense of lifeworlds and as a tool for world-
building (DeNora, 2000, 2003). Literature also describes the active role music plays in the 
construction of an individual’s identity (DeNora, 2000). Music can be used as a social dialogue, to 
express personal meanings, and has the ability to influence behaviour. D. H. Hargreaves and 
Hargreaves (1967) and Hargreaves and North (1997) argue that social interaction, social 
institutions, and our social environment shape musical identities. Consideration of those 
interactions, institutions, and environments unique to Catholic school settings underpins this study. 
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A qualitative research design was chosen to gain a deep and rich insight into the meanings, beliefs, 
and values adolescents hold about religious music experiences. Using an interpretivist paradigm 
suggests that adolescents’ lifeworlds are central to the research process, and acknowledges the 
subjective position of adolescents’ experiences. The study’s educational environment consisted of 
three Australian Catholic schools: one all-girls, one all-boys, and one co-educational. Data was 
generated over one school term, using a case study design. Data methods included individual 
interviews, group interviews, and observation. These methods enabled adolescents to share their 
views, beliefs, and experiences, illuminating their rich and complex identity work. Through 
narrative inquiry, I created an authentic and detailed account (Kroon, 2009) of each participant’s 
experiences, in order to examine the phenomenon of adolescents’ religious and musical identities, 
and how these identities are shaped by religious music. The narratives were then analysed to draw 
key themes, as well as similarities to and differences from the literature, to determine the various 
ways in which adolescents’ identity work is shaped by religious music experience in these settings. 
The findings suggest that religious music is an important part of adolescents’ schooling, regardless 
of religious affiliation. Religious music supported the participants’ identity work in various ways, 
including developing a sense of collective identity, and belonging to a community with positive life 
values. Religious music emerged as having a powerful impact on many adolescents’ identity work; 
it helped them engage, reflect, draw meanings, and relate to various aspects of their lives beyond 
school. A common theme emerged about how religious music helped adolescents to develop a sense 
of spirituality and religious respect. However, the participants clarified that religious music should 
be sensitive to the needs of the church and connect to liturgical action in order to fully support their 
religious identities. In fact, in religious settings, the participants preferred sacred music to secular or 
contemporary religious music. The participants appreciated the religious teachings and Catholic 
spirituality of the school, however were challenged to uphold religious morals and values in a 
secular society. An unexpected finding was that adolescents’ religious experiences were shaped by 
the spaces in which religious rituals were taking place, impacting upon participants’ religious and 
spiritual identity work. The findings heightened the importance of religious music to various 
aspects of adolescents’ identity work. Recommendations suggest educators, the Catholic Church, 
and music researchers enter into further dialogue to consider and re-evaluate the ways in which 
religious music is used in Catholic schools. 
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Definitions 
This section provides working definitions of religious and Catholic-specific concepts for the 
purposes of this study. These definitions have been derived from the official Vatican website 
(Vatican, 2013) which refers to official Catholic documents, namely the catechesis and the 
doctrines. 
 Catechesis – educating about faith, teaching of the Christian doctrine and proclaiming of 
the Gospel. 
 Catholic doctrine – the essential elements of the Catholic faith. 
 Jesuits – a Roman Catholic order of men founded by Saint Ignatius Loyola in the 16th 
century. 
 Lay or Laity – baptised members of the church, including religious sisters and brothers, but 
excluding the clergy. Sometimes referred to as “Christ’s faithful” in more recent documents. 
 Liturgical Music – music composed for and accompanying the various liturgical 
celebrations of the church, traditional or contemporary.  
 Liturgy/Liturgical Action – participation in the work of God, by the church through which 
God is worshipped in the rituals of the Eucharist, the Sacraments, the Divine Office, and 
other celebrations through the church.  
 Religious Music – music used for religious purposes either for religious practice (especially 
the rituals of the church) or for religious inspiration and private religious devotion. 
 Religious observants – witnesses and participants of religious traditions. 
 Sacraments – signs of grace, and rituals which celebrate Christ’s presence and action in his 
church, e.g., Baptism, Confirmation, and Eucharist. 
 Sacred music – “Music that is used in religious ritual or as a setting for religious texts” 
(Garrett, 2013), specifically referring to established music within the Catholic Church, 
namely hymns, chants, and responsorial psalms.  
 Secular Music – music written for non-religious purposes. 
 The Clergy – those who have received the Sacrament of Holy Orders – deacons, priests, 
and bishops. 
 Vatican II – The Second Vatican Council, held from 1962 to 1965, called for unity among 
all Christians, to renew the Catholic Church, and to better relate to the modern world. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
I ask Jimmy to describe what it feels like when everyone at school sings his favourite religious song 
at Mass. 
“It’s like a big army …. Yeah, like you’re one like, you’re all together in it …. That’s really a part 
of the Mass actually; it feels like everyone’s together … everyone’s just like really into it and just 
like it feels really that energy around everyone is really good … like everyone’s a big family ….” 
Jimmy is 17 years old, a drummer, likes to DJ1 in his spare time, and is adamant that he is not 
religious. With his shirt hanging out on one side and a carefree manner of speaking, he is what I see 
as a typical teenage boy. Yet being a part of a Catholic school and engaging in the school’s 
religious music traditions, has a significant impact on Jimmy’s identity work; his religious, 
personal, and social identity work. As Jimmy shared his stories, beliefs, opinions, and ideals, I 
began to understand his lived experiences of music and religion at school, and the way his lifeworld 
shapes his identity work. 
 
Prelude 
My research journey began with my first encounter of teaching music and religion in a Catholic 
school. My primary duties were to teach music and religion to senior secondary school students as 
well as to coordinate religious music at the school. Having grown up as a Christian, and having 
attended a Christian Pentecostal school, I had many assumptions about the role of religious music 
in Catholic schools and felt somewhat apprehensive about my lack of knowledge and experience in 
Catholicism.  
At the beginning of the school year, prior to students commencing, I was given the religious music 
folder with hymns, contemporary songs, orders of service, lyrics, and dates of sacred occasions 
when specific songs were to be played. It seemed that the previous teacher had cycled through the 
songs, ensuring that particular works would not be repeated too closely together. Most of the music 
in the folder consisted of hymns, a few instrumental arrangements, and the occasional secular 
music song, with the latter often having some lyric changes written on the musical score. The folder 
also contained a list of students and their instruments. I assumed these were key players in 
supporting the religious music production. 
                                                             
1 DJ – Disc Jockey – a person who mixes music and/or plays recorded music for events  
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When the school year commenced, I sought interest from students to form a small ensemble to 
support the first school Mass for the year. Of those students who willingly volunteered, most were 
music students; however some of the more prominent musicians that I approached did not want to 
play or sing religious music in front of their peers. The religious coordinator supplied me with the 
theme and readings for the Mass and asked me to choose music from the folder that would be 
appropriate. I decided to choose mainly Catholic songs, such as hymns, and use one secular song 
that seemed to connect with the theme (although in a vague way).  
On the day of the Mass, the music was played well by the ensemble, and I felt it was a success. The 
vocalists sang well with some nice harmonies, the instrumentalists played on cue, and the 
ensemble’s sound seemed to be well balanced. However, I did note that the musicians did not look 
overly interested. During the Mass, as the ensemble played I gazed around the room, looking for 
students’ reactions to the songs. I was also somewhat nervous about their expectations. There were 
mixed reactions across the student cohort, some singing and engaged more so than others. Some of 
the songs were well received, others not as much. At the end of the Mass, I received praise from 
staff for the lovely music provided by the ensemble, however I was uncertain about whether I had 
succeeded in providing music that connected, engaged, and supported the adolescents on their 
spiritual and religious journeys. For me, this is the prime purpose of religious music. 
At the second Mass of the year, a similar process occurred. I was provided with the readings and 
theme of the Mass and asked to choose songs from “the folder” that would connect to the Mass. 
Then, I was to form a small ensemble to support the worship. This time, I decided to ask the 
ensemble members to choose a song they would like to play at Mass. They chose a secular song; a 
Coldplay2 song, from memory. It had a nice meaning behind it and seemed to connect with the 
theme, so I decided to use it. On the day of the Mass, the Coldplay song did seem to be slightly 
better received by the students, but this could possibly have been because it was new to the Mass 
and familiar to the students. While I felt positive about the musical choices, it was not so well 
received by staff. I was asked to “stick to music in the folder” in future. 
After a year and a half, I was offered a job in another Catholic school in a similar role: teaching 
music and religion, and coordinating the religious music. Again, a similar process was expected of 
me, with all songs to be approved by the principal, who preferred little other than the “hymns on 
the sheets.” Again, the engagement of students was mixed, with some songs better received than 
others. I began to question whether the religious music was fulfilling its purpose of engaging, 
connecting, and supporting adolescents’ religious identity work.  
                                                             
2 Coldplay – a British rock band. 
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Central to my own teaching practice, I began to source music from other schools. I also attended a 
Catholic church as a form of “self-education.” My passion for learning about adolescents’ 
religious musical experiences grew, and I soon discovered that there was a lack of literature that 
addressed this phenomenon. This is where my research journey began.  
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Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 
The purpose of this study was to gain an insight into one particular aspect of adolescents’ 
lifeworlds: their identity work in relation to religious music experience whilst attending a Catholic 
school. In order to do the research, I embraced an interpretivist research process, which 
acknowledges “lived experience from the point of view of those who live it” (Schwandt, 1994, p. 
118). Through adolescents lived experiences, I aimed to narratively interpret their lifeworlds, the 
meaning that they make from their experiences, and gain a deeper understanding of the ways their 
identity work is informed.  Adolescents’ identity work is still a complex phenomenon, which 
continues to need further research and additional insight. 
The motivation for investigating Catholic schools as cases is because they provide a unique context 
for music. Catholic schools, unlike government schools, consist of many Catholic traditions, 
philosophies, and rituals, which underpin the school’s daily administration. Religious music has 
always been an important part of the Catholic Church and is consequently an important part of 
Catholic schools, thus shaping adolescents’ identity work.  
I have approached this research from a sociological, rather than psychological, perspective because 
this topic focuses on the identity of the individual within a social context influenced by social actors 
(Cerulo, 1997). The literature from a sociological approach to adolescents’ identity work and music 
is notably lacking. Therefore, it is important to address the sociological approach, particularly to 
draw upon the relationship between individuals and society through naturalistic methods (North & 
Hargreaves, 2008), hence supporting an interpretivist epistemology.  
The importance of this research study lies in its capacity to provide a better understanding of the 
ways in which adolescents’ identities are constructed, the impact that religious music has on 
adolescents’ identity work, the role religious music plays in Catholic schools, and to reveal the 
musical and religious identities adolescents bring to school. This research will provide educators, 
clergy, and music educators alike, with greater knowledge and insight into the complex 
phenomenon of identity work, which has the potential to enrich student learning and create 
purposeful educational experiences.  
 
 
 
 Religious Music in Everyday Life    5 
 
Catholic schools in Australia 
The number of Catholic schools in Australia continues to increase, with the popularity of Catholic 
schools rising each year. In Australia, schools are divided into government (state) and non-
government (private) schools whereby Catholic schools form the largest proportion of non-
government schools. Catholic school education is available to all students regardless of religious 
affiliation or beliefs. According to the National Catholic Education Commission (N.C.E.C.), in 
2012, Australia’s school system included 1,706 Catholic schools: 1,228 primary schools, 318 
secondary schools, 150 combined primary and secondary campuses, and 10 special3 schools 
(N.C.E.C., 2012). Fifty-two schools have boarding facilities4 (N.C.E.C., 2012). A total of 736,595 
students were enrolled in Catholic Education in Australia in 2012 (A.B.S., 2013); 20.5% of all 
students in Australian schools. According to the National Catholic Education Commission 
(N.C.E.C., 2012), 71% of students attending a Catholic school consider themselves to be Catholic, a 
decrease from 76% in 2006 (N.C.E.C., 2012). The number of enrolments of non-Catholic students 
in Catholic schools has increased, while the number of Catholic student enrolments in Catholic 
schools has decreased. The number of students enrolled in primary or secondary Catholic education 
is growing at a steady rate, with primary enrolments at 402,293 students in 2012 exceeding 
secondary student enrolments of 333,110 (N.C.E.C., 2012). Catholic schools are funded with 
federal and state government funding, both of which have remained steady over the past few years 
(approximately 71% combined) (N.C.E.C., 2012).  
Research questions 
The main research question that informs this study is:  
What role does religious musical experience play in adolescent identity work in Catholic schools?  
The sub-questions that guide the study include: 
 What musical and religious identities do adolescents bring to their schooling? 
 What are adolescents’ everyday experiences of religious music in school? 
 What informs the delivery of religious music in Catholic schools in Australia? 
 
 
                                                             
3 Special schools cater specifically for students with special needs or disabilities. 
4 Boarding schools enable students to reside on campus. 
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An Overview of the Literature and Rationale 
Reading literature in the field of education, music, religion, psychology, and sociology, I soon 
discovered a lack of research on adolescents’ identity work with music in Catholic schools. There 
has been abundant research in the field of music and identity (see DeNora, 2000, 2003; Hargreaves, 
2012; D. H. Hargreaves & Hargreaves, 1967; Hargreaves, Miell & MacDonald, 2012), providing 
insights into the ways in which music is a significant part of adolescents’ personal and social 
lifeworlds. These studies have focussed variously on the role of music subcultures and youth culture 
in identity work (Bennett, 2000), musical preferences (Lamont, Hargreaves, Marshall, & Tarrant, 
2003; Laughley, 2006; Kistler, Rodgers, Power, Austin, & Hill, 2010), popular music and youth 
identity (Frith, 2007), and ethnicity and associated music (Roy, 2002; Stokes, 1994). Studies that 
have researched music and adolescents’ identity within a school context, examined music as a class 
subject (Saunders, 2010), music ensembles and group identity (Baker, 2014; Campbell, Connell, & 
Beegle, 2007), or gender identity and instruments (Hallam, Rogers, & Creech, 2008; O’Neill, 
2002).  
Research into religious music, particularly Catholic music, in schools is significantly lacking in the 
literature. Studies in Catholic music have predominantly focussed on the church (Vatican2Voice, 
2013; Burland, 2000; Joncas, 1997; Simcoe, 1985), particularly on the changes in liturgical music 
practices, and challenges the church faces in a changing world. Studies that do interrogate Catholic 
education and adolescents lack acknowledgment of music, and focus mostly on the education 
curriculum (Crawford & Rossiter, 2006; Rossiter, 2010a), and Catholic school identity (de Jong, 
2007; Engebretson, 2009; McLaughlin, O’Keefe, & O’Keeffe, 2003). Studies that discussed 
adolescents’ Catholic identity lacked a school context, and, more specifically, failed to identify the 
role of music in Catholic schools as a shaping factor to identity work.  
Methodological Choices 
As this research project seeks to understand adolescents’ lived experiences, a qualitative approach 
has been adopted. Through interviews, participants share their stories, experiences, beliefs, and 
values, providing insight into their identity work. Through narrative inquiry, participants’ stories 
have been co-constructed to provide a rich representation of their lifeworlds. With the additional 
element of observation, the participants’ social and cultural influences that shape their identities are 
illuminated, providing a rich perspective into adolescents’ identity work. This research provides an 
insight into how Catholic schools use religious music, as well as looking at adolescent’s lived 
experiences of religious music. Narrative analysis as a form of data analysis allowed for a 
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systematic search for meaning (Hatch, 2002), creating an intersection between the literature and the 
stories (Marsh, 2009). Through a rigorous analysis process, the narratives revealed a number of 
significant findings that highlight the influence that religious music has on adolescents’ identity 
work. 
Pursuing an interpretivist epistemology and a social-constructionist theoretical perspective to 
identity work recognises the social and cultural factors that shape adolescents’ identity work 
(Holstein & Gubrium, 2008). Viewed through a social-constructionist lens, identity can be seen as a 
“reflexive project” (Giddens, 1991, p. 32); a process that is ongoing, ever-changing as individuals 
evaluate their personal and social words; hence the term identity work (Barrett, 2011). Identity work 
has been viewed in the literature as “self-making,” “world-making” (Barrett, 2011), and “a working 
hypothesis of the self” (Tullio & Rossiter, 2009). 
Outline of Chapters 
Chapter One provides an overview of the study, the significance of this research, and highlights 
gaps in the literature to which this study contributes. 
Chapter Two presents the theoretical framework through which the everyday experiences of 
adolescents’ engagement with religious music in Catholic schools are examined. This chapter 
provides an overview of the literature relevant to the study, explores the gaps in the literature, and 
then draws a number of conclusions. The literature explored for this study includes research on 
music and religious identity work from a predominantly sociological (but also psychological) 
perspective, and on the structure and provision of Catholic education in contemporary Australia. 
Chapter Three presents the methodology that guides the study. A purely qualitative approach has 
been adopted, enabling rich and descriptive narratives to emerge. This chapter is guided by an 
interpretivist paradigm, which underpins the epistemological and ontological aspects of the 
methodology.  
Chapters Four, Five, and Six present each of the three narrative case studies. These chapters share 
the experiences, stories, beliefs, and values of the participants in each school, providing a co-
construction of their lived experiences. These cases highlight the social and cultural dimensions that 
influence adolescents’ identity work, and the role of music in this work. 
Chapter Seven provides a discussion of the findings from the case studies, based on a thematic 
analysis of the narratives. This chapter draws on the literature presented in Chapter Two, in order to 
contextualise the findings and outline the study’s contribution. 
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Chapter Eight provides the conclusion and implications for music education. It draws together the 
key findings, areas for further research, and my personal reflections of the journey.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
Introduction 
This study investigates the role of religious music in adolescents’ identity work within Catholic 
schooling in Australia.  
The main research question that guides the study is:  
What role does religious musical experience play in adolescent identity work in Catholic schools?  
The sub-questions for the study include: 
 What musical and religious identities do adolescents bring to their schooling? 
 What are adolescents’ everyday experiences of religious music in schooling? 
 What informs the delivery of religious music in Catholic schools in Australia?  
This chapter provides the theoretical framework that guides this study. It presents the gaps in the 
research that this study addresses. To support the research questions, the reviewed literature has 
been divided into three specific sections. 
Firstly, the literature on identity work is explored, providing a strong argument for the benefits of 
viewing identity work from a sociological perspective. In line with a social constructionist paradigm 
(see Chapter Three), a sociological view of identity work acknowledges the influences of the wider 
social and cultural environment, such as school, religion, family, and peers, on the social 
construction of identity. 
Secondly, the literature on music and identity is reviewed. This section, located within a social 
psychological approach, examines how music functions as a cultural resource or tool in adolescents’ 
identity work, as reflected in their behaviour and social interactions. 
Thirdly, the literature on religious music in Catholic schools is reviewed. This section discusses 
Catholic schooling in Australia, in general, and the role of religious music within a secular and 
dynamic society. This section establishes a number of gaps within the literature and provides a 
strong argument for the research questions and direction of this study. 
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Theoretical Framework on Identity 
Identity Work 
“A working hypothesis of the self” (Rossiter 2001a). 
McInnes and Corlett (2012) remind us that identity is not a fixed quality, but rather “something that 
must be strived for, justified and defended on an on-going basis in everyday interaction” (p. 27). 
The term “identity work” has also become known in the literature variously as identity construction, 
identity achievement, and identity management, to name a few, all of which include “agency” as an 
integral aspect of our identity work (Watson, 2008). Agency is central to the sociological 
perspective, and refers to the ways in which individuals make choices and act upon those choices 
(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). Watson (2008) argues that identity work, viewed with agency as a 
central component, has only been a recent development in sociological thought (agency will be 
discussed through various theoretical perspectives later in this chapter) 
Barrett (2010) refers to identity work as “self-making” and “world-making.” She describes how the 
current notion of identity is multifaceted, fluid, and both individual and collective in nature. Barrett 
(2011) reminds us that identities are shaped through musical and socio-cultural factors, and that 
they are not stable, but emergent. Furthermore, Campbell (2010) contends that “all children live in 
multiple contexts” (p. 61) which create an ever-changing concept of the self/ves. MacDonald, 
Hargreaves, and Miell (2002) refer to identity “work” as a “fundamental psychological process in 
which we all engage” (p. 469).   
To take these concepts into a specific social environment, Rounds (2006) studied the identity work 
of museum visitors. Although Rounds takes a psychological perspective, there are sociological 
aspects to her study, which underpin her definition of identity work. Rounds defines identity work 
as “the processes through which we construct, maintain and adapt our sense of personal identity …” 
(p. 133). This definition emphasises identity as a fluid and ongoing process that inherently depends 
on our social situations and social interactions. Rounds’ work examines the ways in which 
exhibitions influence an individual’s sense of personal identity. In turn, the individual aims to 
persuade or negotiate with others around him/her to “agree” with this identity or with this 
“exhibition” sense of self. Rounds refers to Giddens’ (1991) perspective on identity, describing how 
identity requires reflexivity and needs to be continually created and sustained. Giddens’ perspective 
emphasises the multidimensional and processual nature of identity. This view is also consistent with 
the ideas of Beech, MacIntosh, and McInnes (2008), who argue that identity is dynamic, 
changeable, and complex, and is constructed through the perceptions of the “self” and “others.” The 
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authors discuss the importance of identity work for both the theorising of identity and within 
everyday situations. 
Barrett (2011) recognises the reciprocal relationship of the cultural elements that shape social 
interaction, and social interaction’s influence over our social and cultural contexts. This reciprocal 
relationship highlights agency as being central to identity work, as identity itself is shaped and 
constructed by our social context and interactions. Cerulo (1997) claims that identity, viewed from a 
sociological perspective, involves notions of group agency and collective identity. She argues that 
viewing identity through a social constructionist lens enables a more viable basis for understanding 
identity as a “collective self” or the self as being constructed by the collective. Cerulo defines 
collective identity from a classical, sociological perspective, “a single canvas against which social 
actors construct a sense of self” (p. 387). Drawing upon Cerulo’s view, identity may be viewed as 
being both collective and personal, and as signifying the intersection of the individual and society.  
Many authors (Kreiner, Hollensbe, & Sheep, 2009; Snow & Anderson, 1987; Watson, 2008) have 
highlighted macro-perspective research on identity work. Identity work, from a macro-perspective, 
explores overarching themes, including the identity work of social groups or institutions, such as 
the church. It is the micro-perspective of identity work that is lacking in the research; the 
perspectives of individuals within social groups or institutions. My research, addressing a specific 
field of identity work, will enable a more micro-perspective to be used, complementing the macro-
perspective that exists in much of the literature. This micro-account is supported by the work of 
Kreiner, Hollensbe, and Sheep (2009), who argue that further research is needed to examine both 
individual and group influences on identity work in greater detail, which this research aims to do. 
 
Rossiter (2001a) also connects with the idea of identity as work, describing identity as a “working 
hypothesis of the self” (p. 24), which is greatly influenced by contextual factors in his definition. 
Rossiter’s work in religious education emphasises the multifaceted nature of identity, and argues 
that individuals possess multiple components to their identities, including a variety of personal and 
social identities within various group memberships. Rossiter’s view of identity draws correlations to 
the reflexive view of the self; a process of examining, negotiating, and determining one’s own 
identity. However, Green (2011) acknowledges that engaging in reflexivity may cause conflict 
between an individual’s perception of him/her self, and how others may perceive him/her. 
This reflexive view can also cause conflict between identities, such as between a “personal” and a 
“professional” identity.  
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Sveningsson and Alvesson (2003) refer to identity work as a way of constructing the self. They 
conceptualise identity work as a continuous process that requires constant repair, maintenance, and 
revision. The authors’ definition of identity work emphasises identity as a process and a 
construction that depends on the social context (Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003; see also Watson, 
2008). Other authors describe identity work as an ongoing cycle (Musson & Duberley, 2007) 
consisting of numerous complexities (Storey, Salaman, & Platman, 2005). Storey et al. (2005) 
recognise that more empirical research is needed on identity work, which this study aims to achieve.  
McInnes and Corlett (2012) argue that, although identity work is increasingly being explored in the 
literature, what is missing is how identity work takes place in everyday settings. This provides a 
sound basis for the exploration of adolescents’ identity work and their everyday experiences of 
religious music. 
A social-constructionist lens acknowledges that identity work is social in nature. Therefore, it is 
important to identify my own working definition of identity work for the purpose of this study: 
identity work is multifaceted, subject to change through time, place, and relationships, is negotiated, 
constructed, contextual, social, and complex.  
 
Identity Theorists 
Key theorists have shaped the way in which identity is viewed as a social construct. What is 
common across the theorists is the concept of identity as fluid, multifaceted, and constantly 
changing. Cooley (1902), Mead (1934), and Goffman (1959) were three particularly influential 
theorists, who provided the basis for much of the later sociological and psychological literature in 
this field.  
Charles Cooley (1902) developed the idea of the “social self,” and further described individuals’ 
identities through a theory known as “The Looking-Glass Self.” This theory recognises how the 
social self can be viewed as a looking glass, how individuals reflect upon their selves, and how they 
construct themselves. Cooley was one of the first theorists to recognise and articulate this concept 
of reflexivity. Cooley further emphasised the reflexive nature of individuals, which is described by 
Bourdieu as the “reflexive habitus,” where we engage in a dialogue with ourselves, both objectively 
and subjectively. This reflexive engagement with the self is stimulated through observations of 
other individuals and groups, as well as of our interactions.  
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George Mead (1934) was a sociologist who drew upon Cooley’s concepts of the social self and 
human interaction through a symbolic interactionist perspective (Morrione, 2004). Mead saw the 
self as an object (Salvo, Washington, & Denzin, 2008) where the self reflects back on itself, and 
where the self is the subject, constantly aware of itself and the way it is viewed by others. Mead 
(1934) created a theory of “I and Me,” the active “I” (subject) and the passive “Me” (object). 
Mead’s theory clearly identifies the way the self is reflexive, as with Cooley’s concepts. The “I” is 
subjective to the experience, often spontaneous and immediate in reaction to a given situation.  
Therefore, the “I” is often referred to as acting. The “Me” is the object of the experience, or acted 
upon. Depending on the situation and the social environment, the self is socially shaped 
accordingly. Through identifying with people’s responses, attitudes, and ideals, the “Me” will be 
portrayed in a certain way. Therefore, the “I” and “Me” provide a reflexive understanding of the 
way the self is constructed. 
Blumer (1986) continued the work of both Cooley and Mead, and coined the term “Symbolic 
Interactionism,” which articulates the systematic and salient nature of identities; a micro-view 
emphasising the importance of symbols in our socialisation process. Stryker (1968, 1980, 1987) is a 
structural sociologist who built on the work of Blumer (1986), McCall and Simmons (1978), and 
Mead (1934) by providing a “structural symbolic interactionist” perspective, namely looking at the 
way structure influences identities. Stryker also draws upon role identities and the importance of 
social structure in influencing our identities. The idea of “role identities” was primarily developed 
by Goffman (1959) and further developed by Stryker (1968) and Rosenberg (1986), the latter 
viewing identity as a combination of all of the theorists mentioned; as personal and individual, role-
based, category-based, and within group membership/s. Rosenberg’s work also drew upon a 
psychological understanding of the self, using the ideas of psychologist William James (1890) (such 
as in relation to personal identity). Rosenberg acknowledged the ways in which personal identities 
are ever-changing and can be presented in multiple forms. Whilst a psychological framework 
primarily guided James’ identity research, Rosenberg provides a blend of psychological and 
sociological perspectives to identity, drawing upon the analysis of social life in personal identity 
work. What Rosenberg adds is the importance of positive identity work to a person’s overall 
success, and his research focused further on self-esteem as an important element of identity work.  
McCall and Simmons (1978) provide a further micro-perspective for viewing the self. McCall and 
Simmons describe how humans possess a hierarchy of identities; people are not fully aware of 
themselves until they interact with others. McCall and Simmons also draw upon “role-identity,” and 
the way our personal and social identities are culturally-shared to create meanings. They discussed 
the ways in which individuals play out particular roles, depending upon particular social groups and 
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interactions. This view articulates how role identity is central to the individual and that it is also 
internalised (Owens, Robinson, & Smith-Lovin, 2010). Their role-identity theory holds a number of 
similarities to the work of Goffman (1959), particularly his dramaturgical view of the self 
(discussed later). 
Agency, Structure, and Role Identities 
Agency and structure are two key ideas that emerged as being central to identity work. Giddens 
(1991) argues that there is a need to understand identity from a macro-perspective, thereby he 
looked at both agency and structure. Giddens contends that maintaining a stable identity is difficult, 
and provides a functionalist view of identity. He states that “the reflexivity of modernity extends 
into the core of the self … the self becomes a reflexive project” (1991, p. 32). He continues by 
suggesting “the altered self has to be explored and constructed as part of a reflexive process of 
connecting personal and social change” (p. 33). Whilst Giddens’ sociological view of identity is 
embedded in a macro-perspective, he also acknowledges the importance of viewing identity from a 
micro-perspective; a view most commonly used within psychology. However, sociologists, such as 
Goffman (1959), view identity from a micro-perspective, which importantly acknowledges the 
sociological perspective of viewing identity work via both macro and micro lens, specifically when 
looking at reflexivity (Giddens, 1991). 
Burke and Stets (2009) build on these two important perspectives of interactions – agency and 
structure. For these authors, agency means the ability of an individual to act and create his/her 
identities, while structure means the constraints that influence an individual’s decisions, such as 
religion. They argue that structures within society are fixed, and that people have multiple identities 
within these structures. They also describe the interaction between agency and the influence of 
structure on people’s ideas and behaviours, in producing “role identities,” as explored in the work 
of Goffman (1959). 
Goffman (1959) provides an extensive understanding of role identities, for which he uses the 
metaphor of people as performers. Goffman’s analogical approach to the self is dramaturgical, 
describing how social life is theatrical and that individuals create a “front” depending on their 
setting and their audience. He argues that all individuals are actors and that this performance and 
front they project are designed to create an idealised view of themselves. These interactions, 
whether spoken or unspoken, are interpreted by both (or more) parties and then meanings are 
formed through “shared understandings” (Giddens, Duneier, & Applebaum, 2007). Goffman 
emphasises the self as a social product; the self consists of multiple roles that are played in various 
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contexts. He views this as the “public self,” but acknowledges how the “private self” is fully aware 
of this acting and inauthentic public self.  
Social Identity Theory (SIT) 
As discussed previously, the concept of identity has been addressed across a variety of disciplines 
and through a range of different theoretical lenses. Identity, viewed through an interpretivist 
epistemology, acknowledges that individuals possess multiple identities that are ever-changing, 
shaped, challenged, and negotiated in and through our social environments and social institutions. 
Friends, family, school, and religion are just a few of the social constructs that influence how our 
identities are constructed. 
Through a social constructionist lens and a sociological view of identity work, social identity theory 
(SIT) is central to gaining a greater understanding of the role that social processes play in the 
conception of the self. SIT is “a social psychological analysis of the role of self-conception in group 
membership, group processes and intergroup relations” (Hogg, 2006, p. 111). Hogg emphasises that 
social psychology “is at the forefront of SIT placing ‘social phenomena’ at the core” (p. 111). Stets 
and Burke (2000) define social identity as “a person’s knowledge that he or she belongs to a social 
category or group” (p. 225). They define a social group as “a set of individuals who hold a common 
social identification, or view themselves as members of the same social category” (p. 225). Stets 
and Burke argue that this social categorisation of the self is at the core of SIT. Music research that 
has been explored through a SIT framework shows that adolescents associate themselves with a 
particular social group depending on their musical interests and genre of music choices 
(Bakagiannis & Tarrant, 2006; Lamont et al., 2003; Tarrant, North, & Hargreaves, 2001). 
Bakagiannis and Tarrant (2006) describe SIT in terms of “ingroups” and “outgroups”; that is, the 
way adolescents define themselves and others within specific social groups.  
Brewer’s (1991, 2003) optimal distinctiveness theory draws on the ideas of various “social identity” 
authors (Turner, Brown, & Tajfel, 1979; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987), and 
takes the current concepts of SIT further, focusing on how individuals desire an optimal balance of 
similarity and difference in various social groups. Comparisons are made within a group to 
determine one’s identity and the identities of others. What Brewer adds to the concept of SIT is that 
optimal balance must be achieved between one’s identity and that of the group in order to be part of 
and to feel accepted within a group (Brewer, 2003; Sheldon & Bettencourt, 2002). A similar theory 
is the theory of self-categorisation. This theory focuses on the social-cognitive aspects of SIT, 
whereby people hold multiple identities that take on meaning depending on the social context. 
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People do this by predicting the way in which they might be viewed by others (Reid, 2009) and 
displaying an array of behaviours in order to be accepted within a particular group (Hogg, 2010). 
Jenkins (2004), McInerney and McInerney (2006) describe the idea of comparison as integral to an 
individual’s identity formation. Jenkins (2004) argues that “identity involves two criteria of 
comparison between persons or things: similarity and difference” (p. 18).  One must compare 
oneself with others or with a group, in order to determine what is similar and what is different; 
identity cannot be established without comparison (Jenkins, 2004). The notions of comparison and 
reflection are highlighted as being crucial to the building of social identity (Burke, 2006; Jenkins, 
2004). In this way, an individual sees his/her self as an object being able to reflect back on the self, 
each individual thus constructing his/her identity. Similarly, Jenkins (2004) defines the self as “an 
individual’s reflexive sense of her or his own particular identity” (p. 27).  
The current literature on SIT and music predominantly explores adolescents within specific music 
settings, such as those who study music, are in bands, and who use music as a shared listening 
experience. All of these studies commonly explore a shared musical identity. What is missing in the 
literature is the way in which adolescents’ everyday experiences of religious music, such as in 
religious schools, impacts upon their identity work. 
 
SIT provides a unique lens through which to view identity work, personally and socially. The 
theoretical framework acknowledges the way in which identity work is acted out within social 
situations and how it is received by social actors. Religious music experiences act as social settings 
within which social identity work takes place. These social interactions and group processes all 
contribute to shaping individuals’ identities and adolescents’ identity work.  
Symbolic Interactionism (SI) 
The literature has highlighted how identity work is shaped, negotiated, and influenced by social 
interaction. Symbolic Interactionism (SI) provides another dimension to the identity work literature, 
exploring the ways in which individuals negotiate meaning through social interaction, and construct 
symbolic and meaningful communications with each other. SI is defined by Denzin (2001) as 
“human interactional experience mediated by language and symbols” (p. 161). SI explores the 
subjective meaning of human behaviour from a sociological perspective (Mead, 1934). The term 
was coined by Blumer (1986), and was initially developed by sociologist Erving Goffman (1959).  
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SI is based on a pragmatist philosophy that emphasises how knowledge is created through human 
interaction within a particular cultural or social setting. As Goffman (1959) suggests, it is in the 
process of social interaction that symbols are created to provide meaning and knowledge about the 
world. In terms of identity work, SI helps us to understand the way in which the “self” and one’s 
identity are shaped through reflexivity, as the individual engages in meaningful social interaction, 
undertakes specific roles in society, and defines his/her own self-concept and the identity of others.  
SI emphasises how individuals engage in experiences, ascribe meaning within groups and 
individually, thus creating reality. Herman and Reynolds (1994) describe this as humans “acting” 
rather than being “acted upon” (p. 1). The ontological view of SI emphasises how social 
interactions continuously shape meaning, and, as a result, identities are shaped through an ongoing 
process (Côté & Levine, 2002). 
It can be suggested that sociology primarily focuses on macro-level perspectives (Giddens 1991), 
however SI contributes to the micro-level lens (Goffman 1959), bridging the gap between the two, 
and supporting the combination of both psychology and sociology towards a greater understanding 
of individuals’ identity work. SI reinforces the self as a reflexive being and articulates the ways in 
which individuals construct themselves as social beings. 
Blumer (1986) coined the term Symbolic Interactionism (SI) in relation to viewing the social 
identity of individuals (Blumer, 1986). Blumer states that SI is based on three “simple premises”: 
“human beings act towards things” that have meaning for them; meaning “is derived from, or arises 
out of, the social interaction”; and thirdly “meanings are handled in, and modified through, an 
interpretive process” (Blumer, 1986, p. 2). According to Blumer, SI fundamentally looks at the self 
within group situations and examines how the self is socially influenced, which results in meanings 
that individuals and groups ascribe. Blumer’s approach is naturalistic as well as exploratory, and 
observation plays a key role in gaining a greater understanding of a phenomenon. Through 
observation, micro-signals could be examined in order to understand the interpretations and 
meanings that individuals create. Therefore, SI examines how communication practices and 
symbols shape identity. SI analyses phenomena in everyday life, and the role of the self within a 
given social structure. SI focuses on the meaning of events to individuals, as well as recognising the 
temporal, socially-structured, and constant flux of identity. 
The theory of SI has informed my understanding of identity work by highlighting how individuals 
negotiate their identities through social interaction as they present themselves to others. SI informs 
how individuals act upon meanings they ascribe from social interaction, thus, signs and symbols, 
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such as body language and gestures, become central to how individuals negotiate their identities 
within social settings. 
Summary of Theoretical Framework on Identity 
I have outlined the theoretical basis for viewing identity work from a sociological perspective, as 
well as drawing upon the psychological literature. Identity is multifaceted, and it is clear that 
individuals possess multiple identities, as they define their sense of self within different social 
environments. What is common throughout the literature presented is the view that identity work is 
fluid and continuous, as individuals in society engage in the reflexive process of self-making. 
Identity is viewed as a social construct, and as greatly influenced by social interaction and social 
context. Therefore, social identity theory informs the greater macro-perspective understanding of 
identity work and the ways in which social processes influence identity work. The theory of 
symbolic interactionism further provides a micro-perspective to identity work, illuminating the 
ways in which individuals negotiate meaning from social interactions. Although the literature is 
extensive in this field, the ways in which adolescents use religious music as a resource for identity 
work in schools and religious settings is lacking.  
In the following section, I review the literature on music and identity, in order to investigate the role 
of music in adolescents’ identity work.  
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Music and Identity 
“Music may play an absolutely fundamental role in the development and maintenance of identity” 
(MacDonald et al., 2002, p. 462). 
Introduction 
Research on music and identity stems from a variety of theoretical frameworks, including 
psychology, sociology, music education, and philosophy. Music and identity research continues to 
be a field of interest with an ever-growing body of literature (D. H. Hargreaves & Hargreaves, 
1967; MacDonald et al., 2002; Tarrant, North, & Hargreaves, 2002). 
Music is a part of adolescents’ everyday lives, and is an often inescapable component of their social 
environments and their lifeworlds (Bennett, 2001; Sloboda & O’Neill, 2001). Technology has 
revolutionised the way people listen to and use music (Hargreaves, Hargreaves, & North, 2012), 
thus becoming a significant social influence on identity work. Adolescents’ everyday experiences of 
music expands from formal engagement, such as learning an instrument, studying composition, or 
singing in a church choir, to informal music engagement, such as listening to music, watching live 
music performances, and attending church services. While formal engagement with music has 
received significant research attention, informal engagement with music has received far less. 
Adolescents’ musical experiences are also influenced by cultural and family traditions, such as folk 
music or religious music. Cleaver’s (2009) research particularly emphasises the ways in which 
individual identities are influenced by family members and family life. The influence of family on 
individual identities is further reinforced by the research of Borthwick and Davidson (2002), whose 
psychodynamic approach draws upon Byng-Hall’s (1998) family script theory, which explains the 
way that, within families, each member takes on a “metaphorical role” or “script” which informs 
particular behavioural traits. Borthwick and Davidson argue that families can be considered “social 
units” that are significant shaping factors in individual identity work.  
The following section examines the ways in which music shapes adolescents’ identity work from 
both psychological and sociological theoretical frameworks. It examines how adolescents’ lived 
experiences of music are constantly changing and are shaped by social factors, such as social 
institutions, social interactions, and the social environment.  
 
 
 Religious Music in Everyday Life    20 
 
Music and Youth Culture 
“Music is the soundtrack to adolescents’ lives” (Frith, 2007). 
Popular music has been a significant part of adolescents’ lives throughout much of the 20th and into 
the 21st centuries. Adolescents listen and share music at regular social occasions, as well as listening 
to music on their own in their bedrooms, cars, and through iPods5 and smartphones.6 With 
adolescents constantly seeking music in their lives, it is evident that music engagement plays an 
important part in their lifeworlds, and consumes a significant proportion of their lives. Sociologists 
have investigated the role of popular music as a cultural phenomenon, a social product, and as an 
influential aspect of adolescent identity. 
 
Bennett (2000) provides a sociological view of youth culture and music, examining how music 
subcultures influence adolescent lifestyles and identity work. Bennett’s view clearly acknowledges 
music as a symbolic activity, whereby youth use music as a cultural resource in order to develop a 
sense of belonging amongst their peers, to develop a collective identity, and to gain a further 
understanding of how they identify themselves and others in their social worlds. Bennett recognises 
the importance of examining music in the lives of adolescents through a sociological theoretical 
framework, and emphasises the reflexive nature of musical identity work whereby adolescents 
reflect upon others who “occupy their lifeworlds” (p. 141). 
MacDonald et al. (2002) clearly describe the “importance of musical communication” to young 
people. Such communication plays a strong role in their identity work (p. 462). MacDonald et al. 
emphasise the fundamental role that music plays in a variety of aspects of young people’s identity 
work, such as “the negotiation, construction and maintenance of identities” (p. 463). MacDonald 
and colleagues’ work refers to a wide variety of theorists and researchers, all of whom agree about 
the significant impact music has in the lives of adolescents.  
A study by Lamont et al. (2003) investigates adolescents’ attitudes to music in and beyond school in 
England. Through questionnaires and focus groups, their study reveals adolescents’ positive 
attitudes towards music, and, specifically, that listening to music is an important part of 
adolescents’ lives. 
                                                             
5 A portable music listening device. 
6 Smart phones contain software for music listening, music videos and Internet browsing. 
 Religious Music in Everyday Life    21 
 
Laughey’s (2006) study investigates adolescents’ listening rituals and music preferences across 
Great Britian. He acknowledges that, although not all adolescents are strong followers of popular 
music, “music retains a social and cultural force of identification and presentation in nearly all 
young people’s lives, whether they like it or not” (p. x). Laughey uses a situational interactionist 
methodological standpoint to investigate youth music cultures in order to describe the various ways 
that youth engage and interact with music as part of their everyday lives (pp. 203–204). The 
situational interactionist model acknowledges the local context in which everyday music 
experiences take place. Laughey articulates how an interactionist model provides greater attention 
to the everyday practices of youth music cultures by examining the context, practices, and 
involvement/accessibility of music amongst youth. Laughey favours a social approach to 
understanding youth culture (rather than a biological or psychological approach), which enables an 
understanding of context, young people’s practices and roles in society, as well as how society 
influences their beliefs, values, and attitudes. 
In his study, Frith (2007) compiles a range of essays investigating the various roles and functions of 
popular music in the lives of adolescents. Frith refers to this popular music phenomenon amongst 
adolescents as their “soundtrack to life,” emphasising their constant engagement with music – 
particularly through technological innovations – in order to seek meaning and to support their 
identity work. In Frith’s earlier work (1987), he states that what we should be questioning is “not 
what … popular music reveal[s] about ‘the people’ but how … it construct[s] them” (p. 137). 
Frith’s view emphasises that further sociological investigation is needed into the ways in which 
individuals construct their identities, and how they use music as a tool to do so. 
Research (Kistler et al., 2010) suggests that adolescents in the United States listen to music through 
various media for an estimated 18 hours per week, and spend up to 10 hours per week watching 
music clips on sites such as YouTube.7 The quantitative study surveyed adolescents across 
American schools in order to gain an understanding of how music media consumption affects 
adolescents’ self-image. The authors also emphasise, like Laughey (2006), the lack of research into 
the impact of popular music on adolescents’ development of self-image. The authors emphasise 
how adolescents’ develop their “self” through self-reflection, and through comparing others’ views 
of themselves to their own. Peers, family, and other people in adolescents’ social worlds all serve as 
models for what their self-image could be, or to what music they should be listening. 
 
                                                             
7 An Internet site used to watch music videos. It is also used to share or upload videos and media content. 
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Music as a Social Construct 
“‘Real’ music, ‘real’ people, and ‘real’ contexts” (North & Hargreaves, 2008, p. 7). 
Music plays an active role in the construction of an individual’s identity (DeNora, 2000). Music has 
the ability to influence behaviour, and is used partly as social dialogue and partly to portray 
meaning to the world. D. H. Hargreaves and D.J Hargreaves (1967), Hargreaves and North (1997) 
& MacDonald, et al. (2002), argue that social interaction, social institutions, and our social 
environment are all integral to understanding how music shapes identities.  
DeNora’s (2000, 2003) ethnographic research, notably with adults, examines music in everyday 
life, and how music plays an active role in constructing individuals and their social lifeworlds. 
DeNora describes the ways in which music plays an active role in social life; music becomes a 
resource for identity work or “world building.” Music may help individuals make sense of 
themselves, others, and social situations (DeNora, 2000). 
Roy (2002) describes music as a tool for identity work and emphasises, in particular, its use by 
adolescents in developing collective identities. Roy’s research on American Folk Music and racial 
identity examines how cultural group identity may be achieved through musical genre 
identification. Roy describes how music acts as a tool not only for constructing a collective identity, 
but also to support various self-identities, negotiated identities, or desired identities. Roy argues that 
music’s unique qualities are often taken for granted. 
Similarly, Saunders (2010) articulates how music is a powerful medium for adolescents whereby 
they can access and reflect upon cultural values and behaviours, supporting their identity work. 
Saunders’ study examines classroom music in England and how adolescents identify with their 
musical identity. His/her study highlights the influence of adolescents’ classroom music experiences 
on their conceptions of their musical selves, again highlighting the importance of social 
environment on identity work. 
North and Hargreaves (2008) argue that “music exists in a social context” (p. 1), and the ways in 
which people engage with music depends upon the time, place, and context, all of which can change 
the nature of the musical experience. The “increasing contextualisation of musical behaviour” (p. 2) 
– meaning the examination of musical behaviour within specific contextual boundaries, such as 
place, event, or people – has sparked further research in the field, particularly by cultural theorists 
and sociologists. Some of the research interest in this field includes a focus on how music can 
influence behaviour in other aspects of life (North & Hargreaves, 2008). In line with these cultural 
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and sociological views, my research draws upon music’s influence on religious and general identity 
work. 
It is important to emphasise where my research lies within sociology, educational psychology, and 
social psychology, as there is often a “blurred boundary” between the sociological and 
psychological viewpoints (North & Hargreaves, 2008). Psychological social psychology focuses on 
the influence of “social factors on individuals,” typically using an experimental methodology 
(North & Hargreaves, 2008, p. 3). The approach this research takes is “sociological social 
psychology,” which North and Hargreaves (2008) describe as “the reciprocity between individuals 
and society usually via naturalistic methods” (p. 3). North and Hargreaves favour this approach as it 
acknowledges participants’ viewpoints, and allows researchers to gain a deep understanding of the 
reasoning behind participants’ behaviours and actions in a naturalistic setting. One particular reason 
for taking a “sociological social psychology” approach to the study of adolescents is that my 
research focuses on Doise and Mapstone’s (1986) “levels of analysis” in social psychology (North 
& Hargreaves, 2008, p. 4). Doise and Mapstone’s analysis includes the intrapersonal (individual), 
interpersonal (social), intragroup (positional), and intergroup (ideological) processes. This approach 
to analysis emphasises the process of social cognition both at the intrapersonal and interpersonal 
levels. Social factors are present at both levels, contributing to an overall understanding of a 
phenomenon. Another reason for applying Doise and Mapstone’s levels of analysis is that these 
provide a “topic-based approach” to social psychology, emphasising the coherence of the field, 
including literature drawn from psychology, sociology, and education. Furthermore, North and 
Hargreaves (2008) argue that the psychology of music has moved towards an emphasis on social 
factors, which is pertinent to the naturalistic methods that this study uses. 
Social Identity and Music 
Music as a catalyst for reflexive practice 
Music is an inseparable part of adolescents’ social and personal worlds, contributing to their 
identity work. DeNora (2000) argues that the link between musical and social matters should be 
understood in a reflexive manner. She refers to Giddens (1991), who describes the self as a 
reflexive project that is constantly shaped and changed over time (see DeNora, 2000, p. 48). 
Therefore, music can act as a catalyst for reflexive practice. DeNora explains how music acts as a 
resource for identity work, whereby people engage with music in a reflexive process of comparing 
and constructing the self and the other, which she describes as “a building material of subjectivity”  
(p. 57). 
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Adolescents also use music as a way of establishing a place in the musical world (Frith, 1996). Frith 
(1981) specifically looks at adolescents’ engagement with rock music and identifies how 
adolescents use music as a “badge” to define themselves and others. Frith’s (1996) sociological 
interest in identity work emphasises the ways in which music influences adolescents through a 
range of cultural and social experiences, whereby it allows adolescents to place themselves within 
“imaginative cultural narratives” (p. 275). Frith (1996) states that musical identity is not just about 
the individual, but that it also incorporates the social world of which he/she is a part. Frith 
emphasises musical identity as a dynamic process within each social context, where one shares, 
identifies, evaluates, and defines his/her own identity as well as the identity of others. Frith (1996) 
articulates the role of music in creating and constructing an experience, about which he argues “we 
can only make sense of by taking on both a subjective and a collective identity” (p. 109). In line 
with a social constructionist view of identity, Frith points out that identity is a process and “is 
mobile,” therefore the lived experience of music is an expression of the “self-in-process” (p. 109).  
Tarrant et al. (2002) examine how adolescents’ social identities are informed by establishing 
individual musical identities. They examine how adolescents’ social contexts and social 
environments have an impact upon the ways in which they experience music, and develop an 
identity in music. Using social identity theory, the authors describe how adolescents develop a sense 
of self and other, and how “music can play a prominent role” in “adolescents [being] … able to 
portray” their identity/ies (p. 144). This is in line with Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical concept of 
identity, and how individuals “act out” their identities (as identified in the first section of the 
Literature Review). 
The study by Campbell et al. (2007) examines the significance of school music programs on 
adolescents’ identity work. The authors argue that music supports a variety of social identity aspects 
for adolescents, such as contributing to a sense of collective shared knowledge, as well as creating a 
sense of belonging and acceptance. This social aspect has also been highlighted by Tarrant et al. 
(2001) in a study that investigates how music contributes to the social identity of adolescents, who 
are brought together by a shared interest and thus build positive self-esteem. Their quantitative 
study examines male adolescents’ social group categorisation through social identity theory. The 
findings by Tarrant and colleagues’ acknowledge the importance of social identity, such as positive 
musical group identity, for a positive sense of self-image.  
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Music and Identity Work 
“Music … as a means by which we formulate and express our individual identities” (Hargreaves et 
al., 2002, p. 2). 
Barna (2001) explores various elements of American adolescent culture and adolescents’ changing 
spiritual nature (which will be discussed later, page 31). He recognises the importance of music in 
adolescents’ lives, and describes how music is perhaps one of the most underestimated life 
influences. Barna’s research “confirms that music may be the single, most important cultural 
creation of a generation, a special form of communication that is theirs forever, even if it is 
borrowed or mimicked by others” (2001, p. 27). Music for adolescents is more than entertainment 
or distraction. Instead, it produces a “life philosophy” that encompasses a complete lifestyle, a set of 
values, and a common language (Barna, 2001). Music provides a “distinctive identity” and a way of 
creating a shared identity (Barna, 2001). Barna argues that music is an important “self-defining 
resource” for adolescents, which shapes their values and ideals.  
McPherson and Welch (2012) suggest that musical behaviour is a response to a complex interaction 
of biological, developmental, and environmental factors, and that the interaction between these 
elements is shaped by our social surroundings. The interaction between music and identity has been 
addressed by psychologists, social-psychologists, and sociologists, all providing a unique view of 
identity work and music. What is common throughout the literature is the role that music plays in 
negotiating, defining, and understanding identity work. 
Identity in music (IIM) and music in identity (MII) 
Hargreaves et al. (2002) further develop the individual and social aspects of music from a social 
psychological perspective, to articulate music and identity as either individual (i.e., as an identity in 
music (IIM)), or social (i.e., music in identity (MII)). 
 
An Identity in Music (IIM) 
Identity in music (IIM) explains the ways in which adolescents define their identities within a 
musical setting, or as being associated within a music culture. Our identity/ies are defined by 
cultural or social roles, such as school, family, peers, or religion. Whether the participants identify 
as being members of the liturgical choir, heavy metal music listeners, classical music composers, or 
 Religious Music in Everyday Life    26 
 
country music performers, IIM examines specifically the ways in which individuals identify 
themselves musically. 
An IIM is ultimately defined through “the ways in which people view themselves in relation to the 
social and cultural roles existing within music” (Hargreaves & Marshall, 2003, p. 264), or “socially 
defined within cultural roles and musical categories” (Hargreaves et al., 2002, p. 2). What is 
important with this definition is the emphasis on social and cultural roles. D. H. Hargreaves and 
Hargreaves (1967) & MacDonald et al., (2002) argue that social and cultural roles are central to our 
identities in music. Hargreaves and Marshall (2003) refer to IIM as relating to music being a core 
part of self-identity, for example identity as a composer, music teacher, or professional musician. 
MacDonald et al. (2002) state “the identity of being a musician is a socially and culturally defined 
concept” (p. 464). The authors describe how our social contexts, and those around us, influence the 
way in which our identity is constructed, and is linked to how others perceive our identity.  
Various authors (Campbell et al., 2007; Lamont et al., 2003; Lucia, 2007; Sloboda & O’Neill, 2001) 
have expanded upon this concept of IIM. Lamont et al. (2003) find that children define themselves 
as either musicians or non-musicians. In their study, Lamont and colleagues investigate how the 
school curriculum acts as an arena in which children develop their musical identities. Lucia reminds 
us that IIM is not only performed and projected, but is, in fact, also produced. These musical 
identities can produce “objects,” such as musical works or compositions, which Lucia (2007) also 
describes as an important part of the IIM process. 
Music in Identity (MII) 
In contrast to IIM, Music in Identity (MII) focuses on the ways in which music is used as a resource 
to develop various other aspects of an individual’s identity/ies (D. H. Hargreaves & Hargreaves, 
1967). Similarly, Bennett (2000) argues that music is used as a resource, and as a way of defining 
aspects of the self and others, such as gender, and social and cultural affiliation, as a way of 
understanding lived experiences and the world around us. This emphasises the fact that music plays 
an important role in shaping identity. For example, adolescents may use music to portray specific 
self-images or to support other identities that they may hold (Hargreaves & Marshall, 2003). 
Dibben’s (2002) study similarly examines how music influences gender identity. However, gender 
identity is not the only identity/ies for which adolescents use music. Research also demonstrates 
ethnic identity (Stokes, 1994) and cultural identity (Hall & Du Gay, 1996; Byng-Hall, 1998) as two 
particular areas of interest that have been explored in an in-depth way in relation to music and 
identity. 
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Sloboda and O'Neill (2001) also identify that most of the literature on “music in identity” has been 
based on adults, with little focus on adolescents. Furthermore, most studies in “music in identity” 
are predominantly in the field of developmental psychology (Hargreaves, 2012; Hargreaves & 
North, 1997; Hargreaves & North, 1999; Sloboda & O’Neill, 2001). It is the sociological lens that is 
lacking in establishing deeper meaning to people’s behaviours and social actions (Hargreaves & 
North, 1997), and it is these behaviours and social actions that are central to my research. 
What is consistent with all of these “music in identity” studies is that they are primarily informed 
through a social constructionist framework, and provide clear evidence that music plays an 
important role in a variety of aspects of adolescents’ identity work. The literature examining 
religious music in schools and its impact on adolescent identity work is virtually non-existent in 
searches of MII research. 
Summary of Music and Identity 
In this section I have explored the various ways music forms an integral component of adolescents’ 
lifeworlds and identity work. For adolescents, music is an important part of their lives; they use it to 
explore and express their identities and to fulfil various components of their identity work. The 
social environment and human interaction play a vital role in adolescents developing a musical 
identity, as they develop a sense of self and share and identify with others. This review has 
articulated how adolescents also use music as a resource to make sense of their identities and the 
identities of others. What is lacking in the existing research literature is a broader sociological view 
of music and identity. Research on music and identity within a religious school environment is 
almost non-existent, and this thesis will endeavour to fill this identified gap in the literature. Also 
lacking in the literature is the distinction between studies that focus on the music listening 
preferences of young people (and the contexts in which this occurs), and other ways in which young 
people engage with music – such as composing, performing, and participating in religious music 
practices, as religious observants and/or musicians. 
 
 
 
 
 Religious Music in Everyday Life    28 
 
Music in Catholic Schools 
There are many types of musics in the lives of adolescents. Within a Catholic school setting, 
religious music is part of adolescents’ lifeworlds, and this study seeks to understand the role that 
such music plays in adolescents’ identity work. Catholic schools provide a particular contextualised 
exposure to music that influences adolescents’ lifeworlds, thus layering the complexity of their 
identity work. As adolescents witness, engage, and participate in music during their schools’ 
Catholic rituals and traditions, their identity work is impacted and influenced by an important aspect 
of Catholic culture. Therefore, gaining an understanding of adolescents’ lived experiences in 
Catholic schools will provide a clearer picture of the ways in which adolescents’ identity work is 
lived out and shaped. 
According to the Catholic Church, religious music is used to enhance the experience of worship, to 
connect to the liturgy, and to support the Catholic identity work of those who are present (Vatican, 
2013; Vatican2Voice, 2013). Music is seen as an integral part of the Catholic faith and, therefore, 
must be appropriately chosen and presented in the sacred manner as intended and proposed by the 
Vatican and in Catholic Church documents (Schaefer, 2008; Vatican, 2013; Vatican2Voice, 2013). 
In a dynamic contemporary society, the nature of Catholic music is constantly changing, as Catholic 
schools try to meet the needs of and engage with adolescents, as well as compete with the demands 
of educational politics, secularisation, and capitalism. The ways in which religious music are used 
in contemporary Catholic education is hardly mentioned in the literature, and this significant gap 
will be addressed by conducting case studies across three schools. By determining how religious 
music is being used and presented in Catholic schools, and by illuminating adolescents’ lived 
experiences of the music (another significant gap in the literature), the ways in which music in 
Catholic schools influences adolescents’ identity work will be unmasked. These gaps in the 
literature have become the seminal factors in shaping the direction of, and the research questions 
for, this study. 
Music in Religion 
Goldburg (2004) provides an overview about the importance of the creative arts in teaching and 
engaging students with religious studies. Whilst her study focusses on the teaching of religion as a 
subject, Goldburg highlights how creative arts can be a key to engage adolescents with religion. 
“By using the creative arts, religious education will benefit from a culture of critical inquiry 
(p.181).” Goldburg’s research does not refer to music per se, rather discusses the arts in general, as 
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an important part of teaching religion. “The creative arts should be an integral component of 
religious education teaching rather than mere peripheral activity (p. 175).” 
 
Lytch (2004) states, in her study of the Methodist Christian faith, that music – particular 
contemporary music – attracts teenagers to the faith. She does, however, state that this is an area 
that requires further investigation. When Lytch interviewed teenagers, one of their greatest 
influences in relation to God was, in fact, music. This was not explored in-depth in her book, other 
than to describe how adolescents gravitate towards what engages them most. 
Scally (1994) also articulates the importance of music as a key to engaging with youth culture. She 
argues that educators need to better understand adolescents and what is important to them, in order 
to support their spiritual growth. She describes how teenagers are “living in their own culture,” a 
culture which has its own language and shared meanings. She describes how teenagers do, in fact, 
want a relationship with God, but feel alienated in a church environment that they “can’t understand 
fully”; “it’s not in their language” or it’s “not relevant” (p. 244) to their lifeworlds. Although the 
article was written over 20 years ago, an important and relevant aspect that Scally emphasises is 
that educators must first learn to understand adolescents and their lived experience before trying to 
educate them. Scally suggests that one way of connecting with young people is through their own 
language. She goes on to say that “their music is the most effective source, because it is the most 
common imaging system for them today. Music always mirrors culture’s images, issues and values, 
and provides valuable tools for education and ministry” (p. 245). Scally states that young people’s 
music is “the soundtrack of their lives” (p. 245); therefore we must listen, respect, and understand 
the music adolescents are listening to, in order to more deeply understand them. She suggests using 
music as a tool to communicate with teenagers, and that this can become a powerful medium within 
religion. An alternate view is that of Joncas (1997). He articulates how scripture can find new life 
through music as it connects and engages the emotions. Therefore, liturgical music potentially plays 
an integral part in helping teenagers to form their religious identities. Liturgical music has the 
potential to provide the religious and spiritual guidance adolescents seek. 
Popular Music in Religion 
In considering popular music within a contemporary religious framework, Lynch (2006) reminds us 
that music can stimulate spiritual identities and ideologies, and can also show how popular music 
can be considered as a resource. This perspective is reinforced by Partridge (2005), who contends 
that popular music has been a major influence in the encouragement of spiritual belief. Lynch 
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(2006) also refers to the work of Kahn-Harris (2006), who conducted an ethnographic study of 
popular music “as a resource for religious identity-construction and meaning-building” (pp. 484–
485); this provides further reinforcement of the importance of music in adolescents’ identity work. 
Furthering this viewpoint, Sylvan (2002) investigates the hidden religious and spiritual elements of 
popular music through a discussion of a wide range of popular musical genres, such as rap, hip hop, 
and dance music. Sylvan acknowledges that there is a decline of religion in Western civilisation. 
However, he argues that religion or spirituality has not declined, but is, rather, emerging and 
existing in new forms, such as through popular music. He argues that “religion and God are not 
dead, but very much alive and well and dancing to the beat of popular music; the religious impulse 
has simply migrated to another sector of the culture” (p. 3). Sylvan considers this a “significant 
religious phenomenon” (p. 3). He reminds us about the importance of music to teenagers, and that, 
for them, music is “an orientation to the world” (p. 4) like any other aspect of religion. Sylvan also 
discusses the ways in which music is an important part of adolescents’ identity work, and that it can 
play a powerful role in adolescents’ religious or spiritual identities. 
Moberg’s (2012) study also argues that popular music and religion share a relationship that provides 
a means for cultural expression. Rather than viewing popular music as contrary religious views, it 
may be in-fact seen as providing “resources for religious/spiritual inspiration and the construction 
of religious and cultural identities” (p. 115). Moberg provides a discussion of the literature on 
religion and popular music, including ideas about the ways in which language, imagery, symbols, 
and religious themes can exist in popular music, therefore contributing to a religious identity. 
DeNora (2000) adds to the current literature on popular music and spirituality, describing how 
different social settings influence the listener’s experience. Lynch (2006) draws upon DeNora’s 
work, raising further questions about spirituality, religiosity, and popular music, and how other 
cultural resources and the social environment shape the process of identity work. Beaudoin (1998) 
argues that the key to gaining authentic religious meaning is through experience. Beaudoin refers to 
the Catholic sacraments, whereby adolescents can experience the sacraments in their everyday 
secular world. Beaudoin exemplifies popular music as a means through which adolescents 
experience the sacraments in their own individualised ways, through self-expression, symbols, and 
spirituality, finding their own religious and spiritual meaning through music. Spirituality can be 
defined as an individual practice, as “a personal pursuit of existential understanding” (Hogg, 
Adelman, & Blagg, 2010, p. 73), and is often associated with concepts such as the divine realm, 
self-transcendence, a higher being, and the cosmos. 
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The Virtual Faith 
Technology has changed the ways in which adolescents engage with religion (Collins-Mayo & 
Beaudoin, 2010), and communicate with their peers. Collins-Mayo and Beaudoin (2010) suggest 
that technology can foster a sense of “bricolage” within youth culture, by fostering personal 
religious and spiritual identities, particularly through a sense of collective identity. Collins-Mayo 
refers to this culture as Virtual Faith (see Beaudoin, 1998). Beaudoin (1998) argues that this virtual 
faith has changed the ways in which adolescents make sense of the world (Collins-Mayo, 2010). 
Collins-Mayo (2010) and Lynch (2010) both challenge educators to consider the ways in which 
technology can be used to support and express adolescents’ religious identities, as well as how the 
media is used in adolescents’ “everyday religious life-worlds” (Lynch, 2010, p. 35). Lynch 
emphasises how spirituality can thrive, virtually, through technology. Lynch also argues that it is 
through the sociology of religion that we can “engage in a more constructive dialogue” about the 
religious and spiritual lives of adolescents” (p. 38). 
Rossiter (2010a) also notes how the use of technologies has extended the ways in which adolescents 
communicate, engage with, and create cultural meaning. He argues that technologies are a medium 
through which adolescents can provide “meaning-embedded narratives” (p. 30) about their lives to 
others, such as through film clips that inform their spiritual identity work. Technology also enables 
a “shared praxis” (Groome, 1991, as cited in Crawford & Rossiter, 2006, p. 451) that provides a 
new cultural resource through which adolescents can explore their sense of self and their 
spirituality. Goldburg’s (2008) research on Thomas Groome’s ‘Shared Christian Praxis Approach’ 
(from p.251) explores the model from a variety of stances, however does acknowledge that the 
nature of student’s religious background and beliefs are increasingly diverse, drawing limitations to 
such a model. 
The Mosaics: Cultural Milieu 
Barna (2001) considers how teenagers are “struggling to claw their way onto the main stage of 
cultural significance” (p. 15), like any other generation of the past. Whilst this literature is over a 
decade old, Barna’s viewpoint is still reflected in adolescents today. He names Gen Y and the 
Millennial generations “the Mosaics,” as this term is multifaceted, and reflects teenagers combined 
“traditional and alternative” lifestyles, such as the way they employ nonlinear styles of thinking, the 
fluidity of their relationships, as well as the way they have certain “central spiritual tenets” and a 
“customised blend of multiple-faith views” (Barna, 2001, pp. 17–18). Barna explains that unless 
Christianity modifies its approach and its openness to spirituality, the Mosaics may be the 
generation that is least influenced by the church. However, this is an area of continuing debate. 
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Barna’s research consists of purely quantitative data and his study lacks the individual perspectives 
that are the realm of qualitative data. 
More recently, Collins-Mayo and Beaudoin (2010) provide a sociological perspective on youth and 
religion, and acknowledge that young people’s attitudes towards religion mimic the social and 
cultural milieu. The changing nature of culture is also an important construct in understanding 
adolescents’ spiritual and religious identity work, and the way their social environment impacts 
upon this. Australian culture is becoming increasingly secularised and “educational access to 
[adolescents’] cultural religious heritage can make a valuable contribution to their personal 
development” (Crawford & Rossiter, 2006, p. 7). Collins-Mayo and Beaudoin (2010) provide 
further evidence about the influential nature of social and cultural contexts that influence 
adolescents’ religiosity and spirituality, such as education, family, economy, consumerism, and the 
media, to name a few. 
 
Adolescents’ Religious Identity and Spirituality 
Canales (2009) argues that teenage spirituality within the Catholic denomination is usually 
“glossed-over” or “lumped together with other Christian ministry(s)” (p. 63). Canales refers to 
Engebretson’s (2006) description of spirituality as having four components: “(1) experience of the 
sacred other which is accompanied by feelings of wonder, joy, love, trust, and hope; (2) 
connectedness with responsibility for the self, other people, and the non-human world; (3) the 
illumination of lived experience with meaning and value; and (4) the need for name and expression 
in either traditional or non-traditional ways” (Engebretson, 2006, p. 330). Engebretson’s (2007) 
study on the spirituality of teenage boys is particularly relevant to my study, as it was conducted in 
the Catholic school system. Much of Engebretson’s view of spirituality is in the form of 
connectedness and shedding light on life experiences, whether secular or sacred. The findings in her 
study confirm that Catholicism is important, however other life factors are just as important, such as 
personal relationships, respect for others, and achieving success. An example she used was the 
importance of “mates” for teenage boys in the building of a sense of community and friendship, 
rather than religion. 
Rossiter (2010a, 2010b, 2011) extensively explores the contemporary society and culture that 
surrounds adolescents’ spirituality and religious identity in Catholic schools in Australia. Rossiter 
(2011) defines contemporary spirituality as individualistic, eclectic, subjective, and secular. Rossiter 
explains how spirituality, specifically for adolescents, is considered as being separate to religion, as 
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one can be spiritual without being religious, or have both a religious and a spiritual identity. 
Rossiter argues that social and cultural constructs such as secularisation, privatisation, and 
individualisation have significantly changed the ways in which adolescents’ religious and spiritual 
identities develop. Rossiter’s work specifically focuses on the religious education curricula in 
Catholic schools and not on music, however his work does provide a deeper understanding of 
contemporary adolescents’ religious identity work. This field of religious students in Catholic 
schools has been significantly investigated (Goldburg, 2008; Goldburg, Blundell & Jordan, 2009; 
Ryan & Goldburg, 2001) and provides a deeper understanding to religious traditions, Catholic 
philosophies and student engagement with religion. Contrary to the work of Engebretson (2009), 
Rossiter (2010a) argues that adapting religious education to meet the needs of contemporary youth 
is not “secularising” Catholicism, rather it is supporting Catholic schools’ religious mission of 
supporting contemporary youth. He suggests that identifying with the sets of cultural meanings with 
which adolescents engage, will support their “self-interpretations” and identity work. Rossiter’s 
work links closely with the work of Berger and Luckmann (1966) on the social construction of 
reality, and Blumer’s (1986) symbolic interactionist theory, by articulating the roles played by the 
social world and human interaction in influencing religious identity. 
 
Shepherd (2010) describes the identity work of Christians as involving a “reflexive faith habitus,” 
drawing upon Bourdieu’s (1977) theory of habitus, which describes the ways in which individuals 
are influenced by their social embedding that may, in turn, influence their belief system. He argues 
that little research has been conducted on the relationship between religion and identity construction 
of adolescents. This represents a significant gap in the literature that my research will address. 
Further, Shepherd argues that the nature of identity work is something that is discovered or 
constructed and must be worked on, rather than being “found” (p. 150). This is consistent with the 
social constructionist view of identity work already articulated; the notion that identity work is 
ongoing. 
C. Smith and Denton (2005) facilitated a National Study of Youth and Religion in the US, aimed at 
better understanding religion and spirituality in the lives of American youth, and this study was 
central to their book. Interestingly, their interview questions included questions about music, 
although being in a marginal way. They asked, for example, whether young people use music as a 
means of self-expression, what styles of music young people listen to, and whether their religious 
beliefs affect the way youth think about music. Although these aspects were not explored in-depth 
within the interviews, the study did recognise music as an influential part of adolescents’ lives, thus 
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supporting the importance of my study. So far, preliminary research findings from Smith and 
Denton’s study emphasise that young people acknowledge the importance of spirituality and 
religion, however the researchers are yet to analyse answers to the questions about music, results of 
which will be forthcoming. That Smith and Denton pursued answers to questions connecting music 
and religion in their study provides further acknowledgement of the influence of music on religion, 
as in my study. Smith and Denton’s study was not specific to age (other than to adolescence), 
religious denomination, or education system, and provides a rather broad outline of the religious 
beliefs of American teenagers. 
C. Smith and Denton (2005) state that very few studies examine the religious faith and spirituality 
of (American) adolescents. Furthermore, Smith and Denton state that many of these studies are 
vague and leave the impression that young people are not religious or spiritual. Smith and Denton 
argue that, in order to better understand the lives of adolescents, there is a need to better understand 
adolescents’ religious and spiritual beliefs and experiences. Smith and Denton state that much of the 
research in the sociology of religion focuses on religious institutions rather than on the important 
micro-sociological perspectives of religion in adolescents’ lives. Smith and Denton remind us about 
the importance of adolescence as a time of transition to adulthood, therefore the pursuit of research 
into adolescents’ religiosity and spirituality is important. This study also reveals how teenagers are 
highly unconventional in their religious identities, and refers to them as “contemporary spiritual 
seekers,” seeing identity as being spiritual but not religious (p. 77). 
In a similar study in Australia, Mason, Singleton, and Webber (2007) conducted a national study on 
the spirituality of Australian teenagers, using both questionnaires and interviews. The study resulted 
in similar findings to C. Smith and Denton (2005), but also found a stronger drift away from 
religion (in reference to Christianity) for adolescents. This trend however did not affect attendance 
at religion-affiliated schools, such as in Catholic schools. Furthermore, listening to music was one 
of the most highly-rated activities for enjoyment and happiness reported in the study, yet Mason and 
colleagues’ research did not report as to whether this positive experience of music influences 
adolescents’ identity work. Their study is strongly grounded within sociology and refers to 
spirituality as either traditional, New Age, secular, or other. According to Cusack (2011), these four 
categories raise concerns about how the authors link traditional religion with Christianity, viewing 
Christianity as somewhat “normal” and therefore giving more attention to it than to other categories 
in their research. The study emphasises Christianity as ‘traditional’.  
Alma and Zock (2002) examine the importance of commitment, sensitivity, and personal resonance 
in developing a spiritual and religious identity. Alma and Zock’s view of the notion of identity 
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stems from the work of Mead (1934). This view helped them to gain better insight into the 
sociocultural dimensions of identity and the view of the self as reflexive. In their opinion, the “I” 
Mead describes relates to spirituality and religious identity, as being relational to oneself, and as a 
process of self-realisation. Alma and Zock draw on Mead’s term “religious experience” to engender 
a sense of unity with one’s surroundings, which can be seen as being similar to a secular 
contemporary spirituality. Alma and Zock do mention that a spiritual experience can be religious, 
but emphasise the importance of developing a personal resonance first, before spiritual and identity 
needs can best be met. 
The Spiritual Revolution 
Adolescents’ religious identity is becoming increasingly secularised, whereby spirituality is viewed 
as detached from religion (Mason et al., 2007; Tacey, 2010). At the same time, spirituality is also 
seen as a way of connecting to religion. Although, in the past, spirituality has been referred to as a 
religious concept, it is now primarily aligned with non-religious beliefs (Crawford & Rossiter, 
2006). Tacey (2010) argues that adolescents’ religiosity has moved towards spirituality, which he 
names as the “Spirituality Revolution” (the title of his book). This is similar to Lynch’s (2006) view 
of spirituality, in which adolescents seek other non-traditional means to support their religious 
identity work. Tacey (2010) encourages researchers not to simply consider adolescents as being 
“lost” in their spiritual journeys, but rather to consider the modern world as different from the past. 
Finding meaning in their lives is more important than religion for today’s adolescents, argues Tacey 
(2010). Adolescents want flexibility in their religious options, including wanting religion to 
conform to their personal needs, and viewing spirituality as an element that is “missing” in their 
lives (Tacey, 2010). 
Mason (2010) discusses how the term spirituality has changed from referring to the “interior 
dimension of religious experience, to now being a more creative construction of the self” (p. 55). 
This creative construction can either be religious, may include some elements of religion, or can 
stand independently of, or in opposition to, religion (Mason, 2010). Roof (2003) refers to this 
creative construction of the self as a “spiritual marketplace” acknowledging the choice of spiritual 
components in forming spirituality. Mason and colleagues’ (2007) study explored the spirituality of 
Australian youth. The authors articulated how adolescents have been born into a world of 
individualism that influences their ideologies. Their study argues that adolescents are not spiritual 
seekers, contradicting C. Smith and Denton’s (2005) study, outlined above. Rather, Mason et al. 
suggest that young people are more relativistic in their approach to spirituality and less active in 
traditional religions.  
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The Catholic School Setting 
In Australian government schools, religion “has never been practiced in anything more than a 
relatively insignificant way” (Rossiter, 2001b). The school system in Australia includes government 
schools run by the state governments (minimal religious teachings), and non-government schools 
that can choose their own faith denomination (refer to Chapter One). Most non-government schools 
are Church-based, with the largest cohort comprising Catholic schools. Australian Catholic schools 
have existed for over 175 years (N.C.E.C., 2013; Goldburg, 2008). Catholic schools contribute to 
the Church’s mission and provide an educational foundation based on Catholic values (N.C.E.C., 
2013). Catholic schools are unique, as they provide teachings from the Catholic doctrine and form 
an integral part of the Catholic Church (N.C.E.C., 2013). Catholic school students are educated on 
how to live the Gospel message and to find God’s presence in their spiritual lives (N.C.E.C., 2013). 
These aspects of Catholic schooling are demonstrated through traditions and rituals, such as daily 
prayer, the celebration of the liturgy, class and school Masses, religious education program, 
spiritual retreats, and extracurricular Catholic opportunities, such as outreach programs or liturgical 
music ensembles. Music is often used within these traditions and rituals in order to enhance the 
spiritual ambience, provide a time of reflection, enhance worship, and bring the community 
together. The music aims to support the teachings of the Church through the lyrics. The picture 
outlined above reflects the ideals of Catholic schools (N.C.E.C., 2013). 
The Vatican II documents (Vatican, 2013) present and acknowledge the need for new ways to 
present Catholic teachings and traditions in the context of the modern world. Catholic schools do 
have some flexibility in relation to the music that is chosen to suit the school community. Music 
choices are made in consultation with school principal, religious education team, classroom staff, 
and the music department of the school. Music may be secular or sacred, and provided by 
ensembles, soloists, or recordings, however it is important to note that the Catholic ethos is to be 
embedded into the life of the school, in all subject areas and extracurricular activities. To date, only 
minimal research has focused on engagement with, and the experiences of, religious music and its 
impact on identity (Frith, 2002). My study intends to address this gap in the literature.   
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Contemporary Catholic schooling 
Many studies (Bryk, Lee & Holland, 1995; Goldburg, Blundell & Jordan, 2009; Grace, 2002; Grace 
& O’Keefe, 2007; McLaughlin, O’Keefe, & O’Keeffe, 2003; Ryan & Goldburg, 2001) have 
examined Catholic schools in contemporary society, however most of these studies have not 
investigated music as an influential factor of the Catholic school identity. Recent studies in the field 
of Catholic Education in Australia also seem to be lacking such a focus. Instead, the studies outline 
the ways in which Catholic education is changing in contemporary society, therefore posing 
additional challenges for Catholic schools. In addition, the Vatican II documents fail to address 
Catholic schools and their educational needs as society becomes further secularised. Despite the 
lack of young people in Catholic parishes, the Vatican’s vision for the Catholic Church cannot be 
generalised for Catholic schools; a completely different social context and purpose. 
For some time, various concerns within contemporary society have been raised about the nature of 
Catholic education and the traditions of the Catholic Church. Schalk (1990) describes four 
significant challenges facing the Church, and, although Schalk does not acknowledge Catholic 
schools per se, the challenges facing the Church also create challenges for Catholic education. 
Schalk addresses a number of concerns: (a) the size of the congregation is significantly decreasing 
in the Catholic Church, (b) there is a continued search for appropriate music, (c) there is constant 
debate between worship, musical tradition, and contemporary praxes, and, (d) there is “the impact 
of pragmatism and consumerism in determining worship practice and musical style and substance” 
(Schalk, 1990, p. 306). These concerns have, in turn, added to the challenges of Catholic education 
as it aims to meet the expectations of the Church and the needs of the students. 
Bryk, et al.  (1995) suggest that, although the Catholic school system is one of the oldest 
educational institutions, there is little research into this sector. The research that is evident has 
focused specifically on the religious curriculum such as (Rossiter, 2010a, 2011), and tends to 
neglect other facets of Catholic education, particularly adolescents’ identity work. The research of 
Bryk et al. (1995) examines contemporary Catholic secondary schooling in the US, particularly in 
terms of school operation and organisation. Although music is only mentioned in an insignificant 
way, Bryk et al. (1995) contend that high schools should support students’ personal identity work, 
which they argue best occurs through a strong sense of collective identity and interaction.  
 
In section two of the literature review, on music and identity, I argued that music can serve as the 
vehicle by which adolescents’ sense of collective identity and social interaction can be shared. 
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Grace and O’Keefe (2007) also recognise that the wide diversity of religious beliefs extends beyond 
the students to staff. This poses a challenging question for Catholic schools, that is, what actually is 
the nature of the Catholic identity of the school (Grace & O’Keefe, 2007)? Dillen (2007) 
emphasises that we need to recognise how Catholic education is different from the teachings of the 
catechesis, as one cannot assume students’ religious identity. Grace and O'Keefe (2007) argue that 
defining “Catholic” in a secularised and “de-traditionalised” world is also further problematised by 
looking at political and social issues. 
Grace and O’Keefe (2007) describe many of the challenges facing Catholic schools in the 21st 
century. First and foremost, secularisation has a significant impact on Catholic school identity; 
secondly, the Vatican II documents and recommendations have imposed changes to the Catholic 
liturgy; and thirdly, the contemporary nature of students is challenging traditional practices, with 
fewer Catholic students enrolled and fewer Catholic staff members. Secularisation is defined by 
Grace (2002) as the denial of sacred cultures, and their replacement with logical, rational, empirical, 
and scientific intellectual cultures. Grace and O’Keefe (2007) describe secularisation as the “denial 
of validity of the sacred and of its associated culture” (p. 2). What is interesting and somewhat 
erroneous about these definitions is that secularisation is referred to in a static sense; that is, 
secularisation is something that occurs at a particular time that can be simply replaced with other 
cultures. However, secularisation is actually a process (Berger, 1973; Tschannen, 1991; Wilson, 
2003) that occurs over time and occurs at different speeds depending on the culture. Catholic 
schools, for example, are secularising at a quicker rate than Catholic churches. Chambers (2012) 
reminds us about an emerging issue in Catholics schools, with less Catholic students enrolling in 
these schools each year. Therefore, Catholic schools need “to find the best way to express their 
Catholicity in a changing educational environment” (p. 186). Schools are trying to find the best way 
to cater for their changing religious needs (Grace & O’Keefe, 2007; Pascoe, 2007), however this 
presents a challenge, as Catholicism is a sacred tradition present in an increasingly secularising 
world. 
While these studies clearly articulate the challenges that contemporary Catholic schools face, they 
do not propose recommendations to overcome the challenges facing Catholic education. Almost 
non-existent in these studies are the details of adolescents’ actual lived experience of Catholic 
education, and accurate descriptions of Catholic education today. 
Catholic School Identity 
Catholic identity is one of the fundamental aspects of Catholic education, yet it is increasingly a 
cause of concern (McLaughlin et al., 2003), with lower numbers of Catholics affiliating with a 
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Catholic Church each year. De Jong (2007) defines Catholic identity as encompassing a belief, 
shared with other Catholics, which consists of a social or collective identity, including beliefs that 
distinguish Catholics from non-Catholics. Although de Jong admits that the nature of religious 
identity is no longer “static” (p. 369) and is constantly changing, interestingly he does not elaborate 
on how this affects Catholic identity or adolescents’ religious identity. However, arguing from a 
social constructionist perspective, identity is never static, but rather is always evolving and 
changing (see the first section of the Literature Review). Engebretson (2009) states that “a strong 
sense of Catholic identity has been lost” (p. 14) within Catholic schools. This is highly evident with 
the decline of the number of people attending Masses in the Catholic Church (Francis, 2002; 
McAllister, 1988), and the secularisation of the sacred traditions (Aubert, 1978; Grace & O’Keefe, 
2007; McAllister, 1988). Engebretson (2009) expresses concern, particularly in relation to 
adolescents, that secularisation inhibits their religious identity formation process. This is contrary to 
the work of Chambers (2012) and Rossiter (2010b) who argue that secularisation is not detrimental 
to Catholicism, rather that it acknowledges the changing nature of Catholic identity and Catholic 
culture. While Catholic schools still value the sacred and traditional elements of Catholic culture, 
the secularisation of wider society affects and challenges many sacred elements within Catholic 
schools that, in turn, change schools’ identities. 
 
According to a report from the National Catholic Education Commission of Australia (N.C.E.C., 
2013) for 2005 to 2008, Catholic identity was a priority for Catholic education. The N.C.E.C.  
argues that Catholic identity is addressed as part of the curriculum, rather than defining or 
embracing it within the wider context of the school. Furthermore, any articulation of what Catholic 
identity is or means within the Catholic Church is somewhat vague and broad, “Catholic education 
as part of the ecclesiastical identity of the Church” (N.C.E.C., 2013, p. 17).8 Although their policies 
state that the strengthening of Catholic identity of schools is a priority, Catholic identity is not 
addressed or defined in any way. Instead, it is simply acknowledged as being something of 
importance and a challenge that needs to be addressed. The “N.C.E.C. is challenged by the need to: 
maintain and enunciate a clear vision and identity for national Catholic education” (N.C.E.C., 2013, 
p. 20).9 None of the other N.C.E.C. policies discuss Catholic identity in Catholic schools, and it is 
also not mentioned in their latest annual report (2012). At the 7th National Catholic Education 
Convention held in Adelaide that I attended in 2011, even the theme of “Inspiration and Identity: 
                                                             
8 2009 Annual Report. 
9 2008 Annual Report. 
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Catholic Education in Australia” barely mentioned what Catholic identity is, but, rather, highlighted 
the challenges and suggested that Catholic education is in crisis.10 
Earl (2007) highlights that most staff members in Catholic schools do not understand the purpose 
and identity of the school, which also contributes to a lack of understanding of what being Catholic 
means. Many authors in Grace and O’Keefe’s (2007) book (e.g., Aristimuno, 2007; de Jong, 2007; 
Dillen, 2007; Mulligan, 2007) point out that staff do not understand the meanings of being Catholic 
and Catholic identity. This also causes challenges to maintaining the Catholic identity of the school. 
Earl (2007) states that if a Catholic school is Catholic, then it needs to understand what being 
Catholic means. Mulligan (2007) describes how Catholic identity is a challenging notion in 
contemporary life, particularly with the dynamic nature of Catholicism, as highlighted by Vatican 
II. He goes on to explain that some of the reasons for this are postmodern cultural challenges, such 
as popular culture influencing adolescents’ behaviours and values, and he urges Catholic schools to 
maintain their roots, Catholic traditions, and Catholic teachings, and to continue making Catholic 
schools “distinctively Catholic” (pp. 131–132). Mulligan’s research, unlike much of the rest of the 
literature, provides suggestions and strategies to support the Catholic identity of the school. 
Examples include building a community to make this happen, and giving adolescents opportunities 
to voice their needs in relation to religious identity. One of the greatest challenges that Mulligan 
discusses is associated with high school liturgies. He gives examples of how schools are facing 
challenges in developing liturgies that support the Catholic tradition, and at the same time engage 
teenagers. He provides examples of these challenges, such as schools lacking access to a priest, or a 
priest who works well with teenagers; the continued rise in the numbers of non-Catholic students in 
Catholic schools; no parish or hall that will support the entire school population; the lack of a music 
program; and students who are “un-churched” or unfamiliar with the Mass. These are just some of 
the common problems with producing an authentic Mass experience. 
Catholic Identity of Adolescents 
Sustaining a Catholic identity is becoming more difficult for adolescents (Rymarz & Graham, 2006) 
living in an increasingly secularising society. “Religious individualism” and “moral relativism” are 
significantly escalating in Australia, replacing more traditional religions and becoming favoured 
among young people (Buchanan & Rymarz, 2008). The link between religion and identity has often 
been overlooked in the literature across a range of disciplines, including religion, sociology, and 
education (McAdams, 1993). For example, Buchanan and Rymarz’s (2008) research discusses the 
theoretical basis of two models of identity, however they do not provide any empirical evidence or 
                                                             
10 See also 2011 Annual Report p. 17. 
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practical examples of how this reflects “real life” situations. Rossiter (1999) emphasises that many 
youth studies reflect a need for young people to make meaning and develop a sense of self. 
However few studies provide useful criticism and propose ways in which this can be achieved. 
Furthermore, communities such as educational institutions fail to address these needs. Rossiter 
(1999) concludes that more investigation is needed in order to understand the contemporary “life 
worlds” of adolescents. 
Francis’ (2002) study examines adolescents’ identities in Catholic secondary schools in the UK. 
This quantitative study outlines how adolescents view their Catholic or non-Catholic identities. The 
findings described how Catholic schools can no longer be seen as single-faith communities, 
consisting wholly of Catholic staff and students, and refers to those in the faith community who 
attend church weekly as “practicing Catholics,” those who attend church on some Sundays as 
“sliding Catholics,” those who never attend church as “lapsed Catholics,” and those who are not 
baptised into the Catholic faith as “non-Catholics.” Francis’ definitions lack context. Indeed, to 
“box” one’s religious identity into one of four categories tends to create a rigid typology, when, in 
actual fact, real life is far more complex than such a model allows. This study lacks an in-depth 
qualitative and micro-lens approach through which to investigate adolescents’ views and lived 
experiences. Such an approach would create a greater understanding of adolescent identity work. 
Rossiter (2001b) states “the need for young people to find ways of making meaning in their lives 
and to develop an authentic sense of self is fundamental to their moral and spiritual wellbeing” (p. 
1). He goes on to assert that a greater sense of self and religious identity will enable adolescents to 
cope better with the pressures of life. Further, he explains that one of the main reasons adolescents’ 
religious identity work is neglected in schools and parishes is that the older generations generally 
have a stronger religious identity and are not educated about the younger generation’s religious and 
spiritual needs. Rossiter (2001b) surmises that, “for many young people, the beliefs about life’s 
meaning drawn from religious convictions and from the Church do not seem to have the same 
cogency they apparently had in the past” (p. 1). He also argues that there is an urgent need for 
support with adolescents’ search for meaning in life and identity work, and that the education 
system and the church need to find more ways to support adolescents’ religious identities. Rossiter 
(2001b) points to two key issues for religious education: 
1. Identity is a multifaceted property of individuals that needs to be understood in all its 
complexity, and 
2. There is a need for an educational perspective on identity, to provide focus and direction to 
the role that religious education may have in fostering identity development. 
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Catholic Music 
“Aggiornamento” – Updating the Church and Vatican II 
In 1962, the Second Vatican Council sought to provide greater insight into Catholicism in the 
contemporary world, but also into maintaining the roots and traditions of Catholicism. This was a 
significant time in Catholic history, as the Council aimed for “renewal in the self-understanding of 
the Church, its inner life and its relationship to other[s]” (Vatican, 1967, n.p.). Although no new 
dogma was created, many changes were implemented, such as replacing the Latin Mass with the 
vernacular Mass, and simplifying the sacraments (Catholic Australia, 2013; United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2007). These changes generated conflict and debate and an 
ongoing battle between the old and the new ways. Yet the Vatican Council also called for a number 
of old traditions from the sacred liturgy to be brought back to life. According to the Constitution of 
the Sacred Liturgy (Vatican, 1963), “the musical tradition of the universal Church is a treasure of 
estimable value … therefore sacred music is to be considered the more holy in proportion as it is 
more clearly connected with the liturgical action” (Section 112). It goes on to say how sacred music 
must be preserved with great care and Gregorian chant should be given pride of place. Section 120 
states that the “pipe organ is to be held in high esteem” (n.p.) as a traditional instrument of the 
Church, but declares that other instruments are acceptable as well as other forms of music, as long 
as they are in accordance with liturgical action. The Musicam Sacram (Vatican, 1967) (meaning 
sacred music) document clearly sums up the intentions of the Vatican: that traditional music is to be 
treasured, however all forms of sacred music are accepted as long as they are in accordance with 
liturgical action, and support the sacredness of the Church. It also clearly states that secular music is 
not permitted. Vatican II continues to cause debate within the Church, between those who support 
the traditional ways, and those who want more contemporary change to be brought to the Church. 
Music is integral to Christian liturgical worship (Leaver & Zimmerman, 1998). Liturgical music can 
be defined as sacred music that is connected with liturgical action (Vatican, 1963). For Catholics, 
liturgical music is an important part of the Catholic faith, because it communicates feelings, and 
sets an ambience for worship (Burland, 2000; Simcoe, 1985). “Music can also unveil a dimension 
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of meaning and feeling, a communication of ideas and intuitions which words alone cannot yield” 
(Simcoe, 1985, p. 225). It enables text, such as prayers or psalms, to become more meaningful, thus 
accentuating particular moods or certain parts of the liturgy (Kubicki & Berthier, 1999; Simcoe, 
1985). Liturgical music is also an important tradition in Catholicism (Joncas, 1997; Vatican, 2013; 
Vatican2Voice, 2013), as it is rooted in Catholic theology and connected to liturgical action 
(Joncas, 1997; Kubicki & Berthier, 1999; McGann, 2002). 
From extensive searching of the published literature, there appears to be little recent research 
exploring the role and function of music in Catholic schools. 
 
 
Summary 
Catholic schools provide an important place in which adolescents’ spiritual and religious identity 
work is shaped. Music in schools’ religious traditions and rituals provides a medium through which 
adolescents can explore their identity work, however there appears to be little significant research in 
this area. An understanding of the ways in which Catholic schools use, produce, and shape music in 
these Catholic traditions and rituals will help educators to understand the impact that music has on 
adolescents’ identity work, and will also provide an overview of the ways in which Catholic schools 
around Australia use music to create their own Catholic identities, in addition to that of their 
students. I have also considered how Catholic schools are challenged in contemporary society by 
the traditional demands of the church and the contemporary needs of the students. 
 
Conclusion 
Throughout the exploration of the literature, significant gaps in the research have become evident, 
especially in relation to the role that religious musical experiences play in adolescents’ identity 
work, particularly within the Australian context. 
The following chapter will provide description and justification of the methodology that guides this 
study, including the philosophical assumptions that underpin the methodology. The research 
procedure and analysis process are also explored, as well as the narrative inquiry approach that 
informs the findings.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 
Introduction 
This study investigates the lived experiences of adolescents’ engagement with religious music in 
Catholic schools in Australia, and seeks to articulate how this phenomenon impacts upon 
adolescents’ identity work. 
The main research question that informs this study is: 
What role does religious musical experience play in adolescent identity work in Catholic schools? 
The sub-questions that will be used to guide the study include: 
 What musical and religious identities do adolescents bring to their schooling? 
 What are adolescents’ everyday experiences of religious music in schooling? 
 What informs the delivery of religious music in Catholic schools in Australia? 
This chapter outlines the epistemological and ontological underpinnings of the study, including the 
materials, techniques, procedures, and qualitative case study design. The research took place within 
three Catholic schools in Australia. These schools provide an extra dimension of music experience 
that influences identity that government schools do not: religious music. The three cases – 
Immaculata Catholic College, Westcourt Catholic College, and St John Murray Catholic College11 – 
are each unique in terms of gender, socio-cultural background, and school structure. I chose to 
interview Year 12 students, as the final year of schooling allows for reflection on the whole of 
students’ school experience. The participants volunteered to participate in group interviews of 
approximately five to six students, and one or two students volunteered to participate in a series of 
either two to three individual interviews. Observation of students’ engagement with religious music 
at their school took place across a variety of school settings. Verbatim transcriptions, member 
checking, and analysis of the narratives took place in order to faithfully articulate the lived 
experiences of adolescents’ engagement with religious music in these settings. Researcher 
reflexivity and ethical considerations were an important ongoing aspect of the research process. 
How these aspects were approached will also be described. 
 
 
                                                             
11 Pseudonyms. 
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Philosophical Assumptions 
“The quilter stitches, edits and puts slices of reality together” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011c, p. 5). 
I chose to undertake a qualitative case study in order to gain deep and rich insights into adolescents’ 
engagement and meaning-making processes through their lived experiences of religious music. 
Qualitative research takes place in natural settings in order to make sense of, or to interpret, a 
phenomenon (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011c). Wisker (2001) states “qualitative research is carried out 
when we wish to understand meanings, or look at, describe and understand experience, ideas, 
beliefs and values” (p. 138). Therefore, qualitative inquiry “locates the observer in the world” and 
provides a naturalistic and interpretive approach to research, making the “world visible” (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2011c, p. 11). Qualitative research requires “a wide-range of interconnected interpretive 
practices” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011c, p. 4) in order to gain a further in-depth view of the 
phenomenon, illuminating the lived experience. The “wide-range of interconnected interpretive 
practices” used in this study include case studies, observations, and interviews. Denzin and Lincoln 
(2011c) describe the qualitative researcher as a quilter who “stitches, edits, and puts slices of reality 
together” (p. 5). This process will enable me, as a quilter, to not only “put slices of reality together,” 
but to bring “psychological and emotional unity to an interpretive experience” (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2011c, p. 5). Qualitative inquiry will enhance this study through providing a deep and rich insight 
into adolescents’ experiences, interpretations, and meanings of religious music in their lifeworlds.  
Creswell (2013) reminds us of the importance of making explicit our philosophical assumptions 
prior to conducting research. These philosophical assumptions provide a framework for the research 
methodology. The four philosophical assumptions that Creswell addresses are ontology, 
epistemology, axiology, and methodology.12 The application of these assumptions will inform the 
theoretical paradigm and research design of this study (see Table 1). 
Ontology: Relativist 
Ontology is the study of the nature of reality (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011c) or the study of being 
(Crotty, 1998).  Crotty argues that “social constructionism is relativist” in thinking (p. 64). Reality 
is co-constructed between individuals and ‘multiple realities can exist’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011c; 
Guba & Lincoln, 1985). This ontology is central to my research as each individual views the world 
through his/her own unique lens; each experience is unique to the individual. Guba (1990) describes 
the relativist viewpoint as socially-based and dependent on place and context; this view is, 
therefore, subjective in value. 
                                                             
12 See Creswell (2013, pp. 19–21) for an in-depth description of these assumptions. 
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Table 1 Four Philosophical Assumptions  
Ontology Epistemology Axiology Methodology 
Nature of reality Nature of knowledge Nature of values  Inductive procedure 
Multiple realities 
exist 
Knowledge is 
constructed by 
individuals and groups 
and is not fixed 
Values should be 
stated to position the 
researcher 
Process is emerging 
and shaped by the 
researcher’s 
experiences in the field 
Note: Adapted from Creswell (2013, pp. 19–21). 
Epistemology: Interpretivism 
An interpretivist paradigm recognises that “knowledge is socially constructed” (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2011c, p. 11). An interpretivist researcher aims to understand “the complex world of lived 
experience from the point of view of those who live it” (Schwandt, 1994, p. 118). This approach 
acknowledges that “multiple realities exist” (Hatch, 2002, p. 15) and that knowledge is a “co-
construction” between individuals (Crotty, 1998). By applying an interpretivist paradigm, Schwandt 
(1994) argues that one must interpret in order to “understand the world of meaning” (p. 118). Chen, 
Shek and Bu (2011) seeks to articulate the work of interpretive researchers in the following way:  
Interpretive inquirers attempt to discover and understand how people feel, perceive and 
experience the social world, aiming to gain in-depth meanings and particular motivation for 
their behaviours. They hold that it is necessary to understand how people’s subjective 
interpretations of reality affect the formation of their reality in order to obtain complete 
explanations of social reality. In short, it is a position that argues against the positivistic 
notion of a passive, mechanistic and reactive human being. (p. 129) 
This description emphasises the aim of the inquirer, which is to understand people’s experiences 
with a particular phenomenon, focusing on “subjective interpretations of reality” (p. 129). This 
subjective position situates the participant’s lifeworlds in relation to the phenomenon, and the 
researcher takes the role of interpreting and making meaning of the participants’ lived experiences. 
Erikson (1968) views interpretivism as a “family of approaches” (p. 119). Interpretivists recognise 
that knowledge is an interpretation distinctive to each individual, resulting in unique meanings 
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within a given context. The interpretive paradigm emphasises that the researcher and the 
participants’ become inseparable (Dahlberg, Drew, & Nyström, 2001), resulting in a co-
construction of meanings (that are interpreted). From the research process, both the researcher and 
the participants develop new knowledge and experiences, resulting in new meanings and unique 
interpretations. When the researcher writes in a qualitative manner, the researcher’s interpretations 
and meanings become embedded within the data. The interpretive paradigm is highly effective in 
gaining deep and rich understandings of an individual’s lived experiences, values, and beliefs, all of 
which are the focus of this study. 
Axiology 
Axiology concerns the study of values (aesthetics), religion and ethics (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). 
Axiology is embedded into the researcher’s philosophical assumptions and interpretive lens of 
research (Creswell, 2013; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). In the introduction of this thesis (Chapter One), 
I acknowledged the various assumptions, personal values and own belief system that underpin my 
engagement with this study, which enables the reader to further understand the perspective from 
which the research was written. Narrative inquiry is a co-construction of the participant’s stories 
and the researcher’s interpretation, whereby the researcher’s axiology is embedded, and somewhat 
influences the data collection and analysis processes.  By recognising the axiological assumptions 
that the researcher may bring to the research process, further aims to limit bias and strengthen the 
ethical stance of the researcher.  
Theoretical Perspective: Social Constructionism 
Social constructionism refers to the knowledge and meaning processes associated with human 
interactions (Gergen & Gergen, 2008). Social constructionism has received much attention since the 
research of Berger and Luckmann (1966), who state that all individuals are “born into an objective 
social structure” (p. 131). This influences the process of socialisation and thus influences one’s 
knowledge and meanings about the world. Although constructionism is often interchangeable with 
constructivism, constructionism focuses further on the meaning-making processes of human 
interactions as opposed to constructivism, which focuses on the meaning-making processes of the 
individual (Gergen & Gergen, 2008). Social constructionism acknowledges the role that culture and 
social processes (Holstein & Gubrium, 2008) play in the way that individuals develop knowledge 
and, hence, their identity work. Therefore, social constructionism becomes central to this research, 
as I aim to illuminate the social constructions of adolescents’ identity work in relation to cultural 
social processes. Crotty (1998) argues that “all reality, as meaningful reality, is socially 
constructed” (p. 58), emphasising that meanings and knowledge are only thus because of 
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socialisation. Crotty’s (1998) viewpoint on constructionism is clear: meaning is not discovered but, 
in fact, constructed. 
Employing a social constructionist theoretical perspective enables me to acknowledge the 
relationship I have with the research and participants as I engage in reflexive thought. Furthermore, 
it also acknowledges the wider social context in which the research takes place, acknowledging how 
these environments may shape the research. 
Research Phases 
I chose to implement Creswell’s (2013, p. 17) overarching framework to the research project phases, 
consistent with Denzin and Lincoln’s research project phases (2011c, p. 12; see Figure 1 below). 
Applying research project phases helps to ensure a systematic and consistent research process that is 
embedded with the overarching research paradigm; social constructionism.   
Figure 1 Denzin and Lincoln’s research project phases  
(adapted from Denzin & Lincoln, 2011c, p. 12). 
 
 
 
 
 
Phase 1 locates the “researcher in history” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011c, p. 12), providing the 
ontology and epistemology of the researcher. Chapter One of this thesis provided an overview of 
the researcher’s musical and religious identities, in order to provide insight into the lifeworld of the 
researcher and attempt to identify any researcher bias. 
Phase 2 has been described in this chapter, locating this study in a social constructionist theoretical 
perspective, guided by an interpretivist epistemology. This phase informs the “standpoint” 
(Erickson, 2011, p. 52) by which the researcher views the phenomenon. 
Phase 3 is demonstrated in this chapter through the application of case study design. The case study 
design supports the theoretical perspective of this study, aligns with the purpose of this study, and 
directs the appropriate methods of data collection: interviews and observation in Phase 4. 
Phase 1: The Researcher 
Phase 2: Interpretive Paradigms 
Phase 3: Strategies of Inquiry and Interpretive Paradigms 
Phase 4: Methods of Collecting and Analysing Empirical Materials 
Phase 5: The Art and Politics of Interpretation and Evaluation 
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Phase 4 articulates the way in which raw data is co-constructed into narratives. The narratives are 
analysed, drawing key themes and ideas to the forefront. These narratives are presented in Chapters 
4, 5, and 6. 
Table 2  The Research Framework  
Epistemology Theoretical Perspective Methodology Methods 
Interpretivism  
(ontology relativist) 
Social Constructionism Case Study 
(guided by 
narrative inquiry) 
Interviews 
Observation 
 
Phase 5 is demonstrated in Chapter 7. Once the narratives were analysed, key themes were 
interpreted using existing literature (Chapter 2). Trustworthiness, credibility, transferability, and 
confirmability were considered, to ensure rigorous research and findings that were meaningful. 
This research has taken into consideration Creswell (2013), Denzin and Lincoln (2011a, 2011b), 
and Crotty’s (1998) research project phases. Such consideration enabled me to approach my 
research in a systematic and constructive manner (see Table 2). 
 
Methodology 
In order to investigate adolescents’ everyday experiences of religious music, it was important to 
gain an understanding of the school context and environment, and the factors that may influence 
students’ experiences. As previously outlined, adopting a social constructionist perspective 
emphasises the social context as a central factor in shaping individual’s social worlds. Therefore, 
employing a case study (Stake, 2000) methodology enabled a structured framework and research 
design that acknowledged the wider social context that shapes adolescents’ lived experiences of 
religious music. A narrative inquiry approach (Clandinin, 2006) to the data analysis and 
presentation was also employed, in order to provide rich and in-depth insight into the students’ 
experiences, and to better understand the phenomenon. 
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Case Study Method 
Case study method provides a research design that assists researchers to gain a clear picture of a 
pre-existing phenomenon in a natural setting (Stake, 1995, 2000). Case study is defined as “an 
intensive analysis of an individual unit (as a person or community) stressing developmental factors 
in relation to environment” (Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, 2009, n.p.). One particular 
benefit of using case studies is the way in which it supports the use of numerous data collection 
methods (such as observation, group interviews, and individual interviews). Given the multiple data 
generation methods, case study can be flexible and organic, which facilitates a responsive research 
design throughout the research process. Furthermore, a case study design responds to what is 
emerging from the field. Various authors (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995, 2000) advocate for case 
studies in qualitative inquiry, as case studies provide a holistic approach to the phenomenon under 
study. 
Case studies are used to better understand a phenomenon where the case is of secondary interest and 
the phenomenon may be evidenced in other cases. Stake (1995, 2000, 2006) views case studies as 
either intrinsic, instrumental, or collective. An intrinsic case study aims to better understand a 
unique case and unique phenomena. An instrumental case study aims to gain a general 
understanding of a phenomenon. A collective case study uses multiple instrumental case studies 
(Yin, 2003) to examine the phenomenon across the cases. I will be using a collective case study 
methodology with the case consisting of three schools, each of which will be viewed as an 
instrumental case study, in order to investigate the phenomenon of religious music in Catholic 
schools. 
Yin (2003) and Stake (1995) both agree that it is important to “bind the case,” that is, to narrow the 
case to a specific context/s, and to decide where the boundaries of the case will be set. This is 
important so that the study does not become too broad. These boundaries could include the place 
(Creswell, 2013), the people, the time, the activity (Stake, 1995), or the propositions (often present 
in the proposal of the study) (see Table 3). 
Table 3 The Boundaries of the Case Study 
The place/site: Three Catholic schools in Australia 
The people/participants: Adolescents, year 12 (final year of schooling) 
The time: Each case conducted over one school term (10 weeks) 
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The collective case study for this research project is made up of three Catholic schools in Australia 
(see Figure 2). This design enables a broad understanding about the ways in which Catholic schools 
use music in their religious rituals and traditions. Applying an instrumental case study design 
enables the cases (each school) to be viewed independently. Instrumental case study design does not 
compare or contrast the cases, but rather looks at them as independent units, which emerge in an 
organic fashion (Yin, 2003). 
To ensure a more transferable outcome, the Catholic schools that were chosen were very different 
from each other, in order for the reader to have a greater opportunity of applying the findings from 
the research into these case studies to their own contexts. It was believed that selecting a diverse 
range of schools would provide a broader picture of the ways in which music is used in Catholic 
schools’ religious traditions, as well as providing diversity in the findings. I decided to focus on 
metropolitan schools, as there is not a great prevalence of Catholic schools in rural Australia. 
Selecting metropolitan schools enabled me to find schools that were distinctly different, specifically 
in terms of student gender and socio-cultural background. The diversity in schools also enabled me 
to consider whether these factors influenced the ways in which music was used across each school, 
and whether these factors influenced the students’ schooling experiences. After mapping out 
appropriate schools for the study, consulting with the Catholic Education Office (see Appendix A), 
and the principals and delegates of the identified schools (see Appendix B), three schools were 
selected. The first school was Immaculata Catholic College, an all-girls Catholic secondary school 
enrolling students from a low socio-economic area; the second was Westcourt Catholic College, an 
all-boys school with a combined primary and secondary campus drawing students from a middle 
socio-economic area. The third school was St John Murray Catholic College, a co-educational 
school in a middle to high socio-economic area with geographically separated primary and 
secondary school campuses. The three schools chosen are outlined in Figure 2. 
Each case study will be viewed independently as an instrumental case. The three instrumental cases 
will then be viewed as a collective case study, in order to examine similarities and differences. 
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Figure 2 Collective and Instrumental Cases 
 
Narrative Inquiry 
Narrative inquiry is the guiding approach I have chosen to co-construct the participants’ stories, as 
it enables a descriptive account as well as acknowledging the wider cultural context of each 
individual’s experience (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Through narrative inquiry, I was able to 
create an authentic, detailed, and rich account of the entire experience (Kroon, 2009). 
Narrative inquiry stems from the belief that humans “lead storied lives” (Clandinin, 2006, p. 45). 
The stories that people share represent their understandings, as well as the meanings they make of 
their lived experiences. Clandinin (2006) describes a story as “a portal through which a person 
enters the world and by which their experience of the world is interpreted and made personally 
meaningful” (p. 477). Clandinin and Connelly (2000) define narrative inquiry as “stories lived and 
told” (p. 2). 
Narrative can be traced back to theories of cognition; that is, narrative is a “way of construing 
reality” (Bruner & Austin, 1986, p. 11). Bruner (1990) describes two types of cognition: 
paradigmatic and narrative, which provide an epistemology of how one constructs knowledge. 
Paradigmatic knowledge involves ways of finding the essence of truth. This approach seeks 
•All girls
•Secondary school only
•Low socio-economic
•Multicultural
•No parish affiliation
•Founder: Father Jules Chevalier
Case Study One
Immaculata 
Catholic 
College
•All boys
•R-12 school
•Mid socio-economic
•Strong Italian culture
•Parish at school
•Edmund Rice School
Case Study Two
Westcourt 
Catholic 
College
•Co-educational
•Seaerate junior and senior campuses
•Mid - high socio-economic
•Predominantly Anglo-Saxon
•Parish at both campuses
•Jesuit School
Case Study 
Three
St John Murray 
CC
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reasoning, logical proof, empirical observation, and “cause and effect” type explanations, whereas 
narrative knowing aims to understand how an individual applies meaning to an experience. The 
narrative type of cognition is central to this research. Narrative knowledge exists by being 
constructed through lived experiences and creating meaning out of those experiences. Narrative 
knowing helps us to make sense of people’s lived experiences and behaviours. It was this narrative 
knowing that underpinned the case study methodology. Barrett and Stauffer (2009) discuss Bruner’s 
concept of “narrative as a mode of knowing,” acknowledging how the construction of narratives is a 
“meaning-making process” (p. 9). This reminds us how narrative inquiry requires us to be a part of 
the narrative, whereby the researcher cannot be separated from the research process. This approach 
also stresses the importance of researcher reflexivity as an ongoing process throughout the research. 
Etherington and Bridges (2011) use a narrative case study approach in their research, in order to 
capture their participants’ lived experiences, as well as acknowledge researcher reflexivity (see also 
Etherington, 2004, 2007). Furthermore, a narrative approach brings to the forefront participants’ 
values, beliefs, feelings and thoughts; all of which are central to this study. 
Bruner (1990; Bruner & Austin, 1986) asserts the narrative approach will reveal the way 
individual’s identities are constructed, which is essential to answering my research questions. 
Bruner (1996) states “it is only in the narrative mode that one can construct an identity and find a 
place in one’s culture” (p. 42). It is narrative knowledge that values culture, context, and lived 
experience as central to the way in which adolescents’ identity work is constructed. McAdams, 
Josselson, and Lieblich (2006), and Chase (2005), agree with Bruner’s assertion of the importance 
of narrative in understanding identity. McAdams and colleagues (2006) draw upon Erikson’s 
identity theory (1968) in order to demonstrate that identity is a construction of understanding 
oneself and others, often through storytelling. 
In terms of music education, many authors (Barrett & Stauffer, 2009, 2012; Bowman, 2006; 
Bresler, 2006; Clandinin, 2009; Langston, 2009; Langston & Barrett, 2008; Marsh, 2009;) have 
increasingly employed narrative methods in the field, demonstrating the “powerful discourse,” rich 
data, and embedded meanings that emerge with narrative inquiry. Barrett and Stauffer (2009) state 
“narrative work provides a means to re-conceptualise the ways in which we think about music 
engagement, music education, and inquiry in music education” (p. 1). Narrative enables the 
researcher to explore the “uniqueness of each individual’s life-story” (Bowman, 2009, p. 212), and 
Bowman argues that narrative is a revolutionary way of pursuing rich research in music education. 
Barrett and Stauffer (2009) describe how “narrative has taken up a place in the ‘landscape’ of 
inquiry in the social sciences” (p. 11), and continues to be a growing interest in education, social 
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sciences, and, particularly, in music education. The renewed interest in narrative across a variety of 
disciplines is often referred to in the literature as the “narrative turn” (Barrett & Stauffer, 2009; 
Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Resulting from many “methodological and conceptual ‘turns,’ the 
narrative turn ... provides a means to reconceptualise the ways in which we think about music [and] 
about … music education” (Barrett & Stauffer, 2009, p. 1). These turns emphasise how “‘story’ can 
operate as a ‘relational’ mode of constructing and presenting meaning” (p. 10), emphasising the 
valuable ways in which narrative can be presented as both a methodology and a method. Barrett and 
Stauffer refer to the notion of “troubling certainty” as a way “to consider the many ways in which 
we know and come to know” (p. 2). 
 
Methods and Techniques 
In order to conduct the case studies, a carefully planned research procedure was required. It was 
important to ensure that all ethical considerations were acknowledged and that the research process 
and methods and techniques employed were fair, consistent, and reliable. The research procedure 
focused on selecting the cases, recruiting participants, gaining information from the participants, 
interpreting the data, and taking into consideration ethical issues. Reflexivity was considered 
throughout all stages of the research. This procedure is outlined in Figure 3. 
Figure 3 The Research Procedure 
 
Selection 
The aim of the case study is to create a “snapshot” of how students in Catholic schools participate in 
everyday religious music experiences. Sociocultural background, gender balance, and age range of 
each school were taken into consideration to ensure that a range of schools were selected and to see 
Selection
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whether these factors affected the culture of the school, as well as the styles of music. Purposive 
sampling (Stake, 1995) was employed to ensure a range of cases, and allow me to gain insight into 
each case, as well as strengthening the transferability of the study. Through researching in three 
Catholic schools in metropolitan Australia, and through continuing discussions with selected music 
and religion teachers, I sought to capture a diversity of school types, cultures, and experiences. 
First, institutional clearance was sought from The University of Queensland, including ethical and 
research procedure approval. Once appropriate schools were identified for the study, permission 
was sought from the Catholic Education Office of the relevant state in Australia. I wrote a letter to 
the director outlining my study and research process, submitted the Catholic Education Research 
forms, and provided copies of letters and other documentation that would be given to the selected 
schools and participants. A copy of The University Ethics Clearance (Clearance no. 2011000522) 
was also submitted. I also provided sample interview questions for students, and a timeline for each 
case study (see Appendix F). Evidence of current teacher registration, Catholic Police Clearance, 
mandatory notification training, and a first aid certificate were required by the Catholic Education 
Office, and were also supplied to each school (outlined in Table 4). 
Once permission was granted by the Catholic Education Office, a letter was sent to each school 
principal, together with all forms and documentation provided to the Catholic Education Office. 
Once the principal of each school signed the permission forms, I requested a school contact person 
with whom I could liaise over the course of each case study in order to assist in third party student 
recruitment, assist with arranging interview times, and for securing a venue for the interviews. 
Table 4 Materials Sent to Each School Principal 
Gatekeeper: Letter of permission from Catholic Education Office 
Questions: Sample interview questions for all participants 
Correspondence: Copy of notes and letters that students would receive 
Timeline: Time requirements of interviews. Negotiated timeline for participants 
Ethical and other 
requirements: 
Evidence of Teacher Registration, First Aid Certificate, Mandatory 
Notification Training, and Catholic Police Clearance. University Ethics 
Clearance. 
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School Context 
As I have described (see Figure 3), three Catholic schools were chosen that were significantly 
different from each other. Gender, socio-economic context, and age range of students within the 
school were specific factors taken into consideration in relation to school selection.  
Participant Information  
As the focus of the study is adolescents’ lived experiences and identity work, I targeted students at 
Year 12 level (17–18 years old) who were in their final year of school. I aimed to have six students 
in each of three groups, and to follow up two students from each group with individual interviews, 
however this varied depending on participants’ availability and willingness. The participants are 
outlined in Table 6. By Year 12, students had experienced a minimum of four years of secondary 
schooling, and it was therefore assumed that they could reflect back on their secondary school 
journey as it approached completion. 
Once permission was given by the principal and a designated contact person was assigned, I sent an 
email to the contact person introducing myself, the study requirements, timelines, and gatekeeper 
permission (from the Catholic Education Office). From this point, the contact person assisted me in 
selecting students who were considered appropriate for the study (see Table 5). 
Table 5 Students selected for the study 
Schools as case studies Participants for study 
School 1: Immaculata 
Catholic College 
Religion and music classes 
School 2: Westcourt 
Catholic College 
Volunteers though class notices and discussions 
School 3: St John 
Murray Catholic College 
Liturgy committee and liturgical ensemble 
 
While all students displayed a mixed range of musical and religious identities, it is possible that a 
bias exists in the data, given that the school contact person at St John Murray Catholic College 
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selected liturgy specific students for interviewing. Given the need for third party recruitment, I felt 
that this bias could not be avoided. 
After negotiating a timeline with each school, the students were invited to participate in the study. 
The study sought two categories of students for the group interviews: 
 Current or previous music students: those who had participated in some sort of active music 
making whether it be in instrumental lessons, class music, or who were engaged in school 
musical activities recreationally; 
 Non-music students: students with limited experience in active music making; and  
 A combination of the above two categories. 
The aim of identifying students in such groups was to reveal whether dialogue within each distinct 
group took a notably different direction, and whether students who were identified as being either 
music or non-music students were influenced differently in their identity work. I asked the students 
to nominate which group they felt would best describe them – either musical or non-musical. 
Students were then placed in groups accordingly. A Microsoft PowerPoint presentation was made to 
the selected students, providing information about the study (see Appendix F). After this, the 
students were given the appropriate letters to parents and consent forms (see Appendix D and E), 
and then our next meeting times were arranged. The meeting place was either a communal area 
within the school nominated by the students, or an open space selected by the researcher, such as 
the library conference room.  
At the end of the meeting, I was able to collate the participants’ contact details, their email 
addresses (in most cases), and then give them the participant information and permission letters (see 
Appendices D and E). I then divided the students into three groups of approximately six participants 
each, and asked them if they identified as being musical or non-musical. Those who identified as 
being musical may have participated in some aspect of music making, whether it be in instrumental 
lessons, class music, or being engaged in school musical activities. I wanted the students to make 
the decision as to whether they identified as being musical, which is a personal decision. I described 
the non-musical students as those who may have limited experience in active music making. Three 
groups, musical, non-musical, and a mixed group of musical and non-musical students, were 
formed and the next meeting time and place were arranged. A reminder was emailed to the 
individuals in the different groups reminding them about returning their permission forms, and 
about their meeting times. The meeting times were negotiated between students, according to the 
time that suited the group, and depending on their class times.  
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Data Generation Methods 
Crotty (1998) argues that data collection methods must be linked to both our paradigm and our 
assumptions. I used both interviews and observation “to ensure that the information acquired was 
both comprehensive and credible” (Kroon, 2009, p. 137). The interviews and observations enabled 
me to gain a broad perspective of how music is used in Catholic schools and to gain a better 
understanding of the variety of adolescents’ perspectives. Both of these methods enabled a rich and 
in-depth approach, which was important to the research process. 
Interviews 
The purpose of using interviews was to provide real “life-world” descriptions from the interviewees 
(Kvale, 1996; Polkinghorne, 2005), in order to give me a rich and personal account of participants’ 
lived experiences, meanings, and interpretations. Kvale reminds us that qualitative interviews 
attempt to put the participant’s point of view at the centre of the research. This can be achieved 
through open-ended conversation, in order to establish a greater understanding of the phenomenon 
and enable new perspectives and views to emerge. 
Individual and Group Interviews 
One of the strengths of beginning data generation with group interviews was that it gave me a 
collective macro-view from the outset, rather than having only specific individual views (Cohen, 
Manion, & Morrison, 2007). This approach also allowed me to observe the participants’ interactions 
with each other. By using group interviews first, the students gained confidence as they became 
more comfortable with the interview process, getting to know me, and the nature of the questions. 
This approach allowed me to see what issues were important or pressing to the participants, so I 
could then further explore these issues with individuals in separate interviews. 
Weaknesses of group interviews include the possibility of certain individuals dominating the 
discussion, some students not wanting to share certain information, and some individuals being 
influenced to respond in particular ways because of their relationships with their peers. The fact that 
group interviews did not provide the in-depth views that were integral to this research could also be 
seen as a weakness. 
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However, combining group interviews with individual interviews helped me to overcome these 
weaknesses, allowing me to explore personal opinions and stories in individual’s lives. I also found 
that, in the individual interviews, students were willing to share more personal information than 
they were in group interviews with their peers. Individual interviews gave me the micro-analytic 
lens to view the phenomenon, as well as allowing for reflection on the group interviews. 
Application 
I decided to use a semi-structured interview approach, which was informal and conversational 
(Cohen et al., 2007), allowing topics to emerge in a natural progression (see Appendix G). A semi-
structured interview format was prepared as a basic structure for the interview questions, which 
included a range of probing questions, allowing the participants’ thoughts and interests to guide the 
direction of the interview. Using semi-structured interviews allowed me to provide some initial 
questions and important points of discussion, but still allowed the participants to explore related 
issues, ideas, and themes. Prompts such as “tell me about,” or “what type of” open questions were 
provided, and these encouraged the participants to elaborate responses and share their experiences 
with me. The semi-structured interviews were part of a flexible “organic process” that enabled the 
participants to guide the direction of the study. As the participants told me their stories, I, as the 
researcher, clarified, probed, and asked further questions. Probes such as “How did that make you 
feel?” and “Why do you think …?” were used to take the stories further in-depth in order to gain a 
better understanding of participants’ lived experiences. This created a co-construction of knowledge 
and interpretation between the researcher and the participant/s (Hatch, 2002). This co-construction 
acknowledges the way that “human embeddedness is inescapable” (Cohen et al., 2007, p. 359). I 
actively and sincerely listened to participants’ conversations, immersing myself in their stories. 
The interviews took place over one school term; approximately 10 weeks. Group interviews took 
place in approximately Week 2 and Week 8 of the term, with individual interviews mostly followed 
up in-between, and, in some cases, in Week 9. The first interview with students was about gaining 
an understanding about their background, schooling experience, and their views about music. This 
first interview was aimed at promoting discussion, encouraging a participant-researcher relationship 
to develop, and easing any apprehension about the process. After the first group interview, I asked 
for two volunteers to participate in three individual interviews that we arranged to be conducted at a 
convenient time, mostly in students’ free study period lessons, before school, or at lunchtime. 
Individual interviews went further in-depth, asking the participants to share a story, explain their 
feelings, values, and beliefs, and/or to provide their point of view on particular issues. In the second 
individual interview with the students, I explored their thoughts surrounding observations I had 
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witnessed throughout the school, asked them to tell me about religious musical encounters, and their 
thoughts and feelings about those events. In order to prepare for the final group and individual 
interviews, the previous interviews were analysed so as to check for topic areas that had not been 
covered, and for any issues that needed further clarification. In the final group interview I asked 
students to share their thoughts about the purpose of religious music, how it shapes them, and what 
changes they would make to their schools’ religious music programmes, and why. In the final 
individual interview, which also readdressed areas discussed in previous interviews, I asked the 
participants whether their thoughts or experiences had changed, and whether they wished to 
contribute any concluding discussions. 
The Process 
The interviews lasted for approximately 45 minutes, which was the approximate time of a single 
lesson or the lunch period. The students often attended interviews during their free periods. Each 
case study was conducted over the course of one school term (approximately 10 weeks). Within the 
first two weeks at each site, a meeting was arranged with the contact staff members involved with 
the study at the school, who organised the initial introduction with the students. This gave staff a 
greater understanding of the research procedure and the way in which students would be 
participating. In approximately Week 3, one group interview for each group was scheduled. Six 
students were asked to attend each interview, however sometimes less than six students attended, 
depending on whether the students were absent from school or could not attend for other reasons 
(see Table 6). The group interviews were followed up with two to three individual interviews with 
two volunteer students from each group (see Figure 4). The aim was to conduct three interviews 
with the students, however there were a few students who could not attend for their three individual 
interviews, and while interviewing two students from each group was considered ideal, this did not 
always occur due to students leaving the study. The term concluded around Week 10 when the final 
group interview was conducted. 
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Table 6  Students in the interviews 
 School One: 
Immaculata  
School Two: 
Westcourt 
School Three: 
St John Murray 
Group A: Music 5 girls  (Grace, Nina, 
Kate, Jasmine, 
Carina) 
3 boys (Gareth, Jimmy, 
Max) 
3 girls, 2 boys 
(Felicity, Huynh, 
Luke, Tivo, Lori) 
Individual A1 Kate Gareth  Felicity 
Individual A2 Jasmine Jimmy  
Group B: Non-
music 
5 girls  (Anh, Tasmyn, 
Chang, Hanh, Diu) 
6 boys (Stefano, 
Adrian, Simon, Peter, 
Francis, Jono) 
3 girls, 2 boys 
(Annabelle, Michael, 
Josie, Jim, Joanna) 
Individual B1 Chang Stefano  Annabelle 
Individual B2 Anh Adrian Joanna 
Individual B3   Michael 
Group C: Mixed 4 girls  (Chi, Lisa, 
Nhi, Jennifer) 
4 boys (Ash, Michael, 
Adam, Rory)  
1 girl, 3 boys 
(Amanda, Samuel, 
Paul, Ron) 
Individual C1 Chi Ash Ron 
Individual C2  Michael Paul 
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Figure 4 The Interview Process 
 
Communication 
All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed word-for-word. Participants were invited to read 
and check the transcripts of their interviews, however not all participants availed themselves of this 
opportunity, most likely due to the lengthy nature of transcripts, and their understandings regarding 
the anonymity of their data. Also, member checking was not always viable due to incorrect email 
address provided by the students, and/or students leaving the school. In the narrative chapters in 
which transcript excerpts were used, I made small grammatical changes to the text in order to 
ensure flow and ease of reading. Excessive use of words such as “like” or “um” were removed, and 
grammatical changes, such as from “there was” to “there were” were made. 
Email was the most effective form of communication for organising interview times and sending 
the students reminders, along with an occasional note sent to students’ class teachers, such as 
permission notes or updated schedules. 
For Schools 1 and 3, students’ timetables were consistent in terms of free periods and classes in 
which I could conduct the individual interviews. The students were happy for me to obtain copies of 
their timetables and email them with an interview time (see Appendix I). For School 2, students had 
individualised timetables with few consistencies, with some students being off campus quite often 
for Vocational Education Training (VET) courses. I used an online schedule (doodle.com) (see 
Appendix I) with a customised link for students, which gave them the opportunity to look through 
the times I had available and to book a time that suited them. It also enabled students to cancel or 
change their scheduled time if needed. Group interviews for this school were conducted at lunch 
times, when all students would be free. This was their preference. 
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However, there were times when student absences, due to illness, sport, or school events, posed 
disruptions to the schedule, and, when possible, I would attempt to reschedule with the student, but 
this did not always happen. 
After the research had concluded, students were invited to check their transcripts. Students all 
preferred to check their transcripts in their own time, which gave them time to reflect upon the 
extensive transcripts. The interaction between the researcher and the participants at this point was 
conducted through email or Microsoft SkyDrive, using secure passwords. Adobe PDF files of the 
transcripts were created with passwords, particularly for people who identified that their email 
accounts may not have been secure. Some participants corrected spelling particularly with the 
names of specific songs or bands and one student corrected the instrument they studied in primary 
school. No other corrections were made by the participants. 
Observation 
Observation was employed for the purpose of entering into the lifeworld of the participants and 
their experiences (Van Manen, 1990), and in order to create richness in the data. Observation was 
used to “go beyond the spoken word” (Flick, 2009, p. 282) of the participants. Flick describes the 
purpose of observation as being to understand interactions and practices that take place. This 
perspective is central to my study. Merriam (1998) also favours observation, stating that it is the 
best technique via which to collect data on activities or situations. Using observation alongside 
interviews helped me to gain a holistic picture and more in-depth understanding of adolescents’ 
musical experiences in Catholic schools. Through “immediate awareness” and “direct cognition” 
(Cohen et al., 2007, p. 396), I was able to analyse what was taking place “in situ” – in a natural 
occurring situation – rather than solely relying on what was told to me by the participants. 
Observation essentially assisted me in creating greater authenticity and richness in this research. 
Application 
For each observation, I created an observation guide (see Figure 5 and Appendix H) on which I was 
able to notate the physical setting, human setting, interactional setting, and programme setting 
(Morrison, 1993, p. 80, as cited in Cohen et al., 2007, p. 397) to ensure that I covered the entire 
context of the observation. I also took a small note book with me to record notes of non-verbal and 
verbal behaviours, student engagement, student discussions, and my thoughts and views throughout 
the observation, in an unobtrusive way. After the observation was over, I took time to reflect on my 
notes and the observation (see Figure 6), and to write down any other information that would help 
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to clarify my observational notes for later use. Table 7 outlines the various observations that took 
place. 
I used unstructured observations as a way to view the everyday music experiences of the 
participants in order to help me bridge the gap between the interviews and the school context. By 
using the school calendar and discussions with staff and students about their school events and daily 
routines, I aimed to observe a mixture of formal settings, such as a Mass, as well as the more 
informal settings, such as the school yard. Over the school term, I aimed to observe four or five 
different events, activities, or contexts around the school. I aimed to be unobtrusive in my 
observations, by sitting at the back of the space I was observing, using a small note book to record 
observational notes, and, in some instances, to refrain from taking notes to respect religious and 
pedagogical practices. 
Figure 5 Observation Guide  
 
 
 
 Religious Music in Everyday Life    66 
 
Figure 6  Observation Notes 
Sample of notes re-written after an observation, and following reflection on my observation. 
 
Table 7 Case Study Observations 
CASE STUDY 1 Immaculata Catholic College Duration of 
observation 
Observation 1 Immaculata Day Mass 1 hour  
Observation 2 School yard, lunchtime and after school 1.5 hour 
Observation 3 Voluntary chapel before school 25 minutes 
Observation 4 Year level Mass 45 minutes 
CASE STUDY 2 Westcourt Catholic College Duration of 
observation 
Observation 1 Westcourt Day Mass 1 hour  
Observation 2 Music centre: Class music, recording studio, band 
room 
1.5 hours 
Observation 3 School yard 
After school and lunchtime 
30 minutes 
Observation 4 Chapel House Mass 45 minutes 
CASE STUDY 3 St John Murray Catholic College Duration of 
observation 
Observation 1 Voluntary Mass 45 minutes 
Observation 2 Whole school Mass, Celebration of Mary 50 minutes 
Observation 3 House chapel service 45 minutes 
Observation 4 School Yard  40 minutes 
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Data Interpretation 
Narrative Analysis 
Narrative analysis was chosen as an analysis method in order to examine the stories of the 
participants, as well as draw key themes to the forefront. The purpose of using narrative analysis 
was to conduct a “systematic search for meaning” (Hatch, 2002, p. 148). Narrative as a method of 
data interpretation enables the researcher to gain insight into the “meaning-making process” (Barrett 
& Stauffer, 2009, p. 9). Through this process, an intersection between the narratives and the 
literature reveals a “coherent picture,” as well as key themes from the “layered accounts” (Marsh, 
2009, p. 154). Narrative analysis “compels us to find ways of describing, interrogating, and 
interpreting educational interactions that are reflective of their complexity, depth, richness, and 
perplexity” (Barrett & Stauffer, 2009, p. 13). 
The analysis process involved reviewing transcripts multiple times, listening to the audio recordings 
of the interviews, and reflecting on my journal and observation notes, in order to gain a broad 
understanding of the key themes, commonalities, and contradictions in the data. This process was 
regularly revisited and undertaken throughout the research process, rather than only at the end 
(Gehart, Tarragona, & Bava, 2007). This included looking at the temporal ordering (Mishler, 2006) 
and explicit and implicit content (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998) of the narratives, such 
as body language. My use of researcher field notes and observational notes became important 
through this process to aid me in being able to reflect back. The analysis process involves the 
researcher being as objective as possible, in order to create unbiased interpretations of the data. I 
organised and interrogated the data so as to illuminate themes, patterns, and relationships, in order 
to interpret, explain, and make meaning (Hatch, 2002). 
Riessman (2005) refers to four approaches to narrative analysis: thematic analysis, structural 
analysis, dialogic/performance narrative, and visual analysis. Thematic analysis was the approach 
chosen for this study, as through this process the narratives are categorised into meaningful themes. 
With such an extensive amount of data, the process of thematic analysis helped me to organise the 
findings into themes, patterns, and important ideas. Rather than being hypothesis-driven, the project 
will be content-driven (Guest, MacQueen, & Namey, 2011); the approach allowed the themes to 
emerge from the data without the limitations imposed by having themes predetermined at the outset 
of the analysis. Riessman (2003) reminds us that thematic analysis focuses on “what” is being said 
not on “how” it is said, therefore emphasising that the data is in the “told,” rather than in the 
“telling.” Riessman tells us that thematic analysis is useful in a multiple case study design in order 
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to draw themes across the cases and participants. She reminds us that this approach focuses on the 
meaning of the story, and that language itself is not central to the investigation. 
I also employed what Riessman (2003) refers to as interactional analysis. This is a “dialogic 
process” through which the co-construction of the participant and researcher is thematically 
analysed in a “process of co-construction.” The meaning-making process (Bruner, 1990; Hatch, 
2002), and discursive process, involves the researcher and participant in the joint construction of the 
narrative, as the researcher interprets the stories and aims to understand participants’ lifeworlds. 
However, it is important to note that the participants’ perspectives are the foci, and the researcher is 
to gain an in-depth understanding of participants’ perspectives in order to accurately represent their 
narratives. Researcher reflexivity became of central importance in alerting me to the potential for 
bias and/or skewed perspectives that may influence the narrative, and allowed me to take the 
necessary steps to counteract these biases or influences. 
Figure 7 The Stages of Analysing the Narratives 
 
The first stage of the thematic analysis process involved using the research questions as an initial 
guide (Everett & Barrett, 2012). The second stage was to analyse the data under each research 
question and break them down into further themes, creating further subheadings. In the third stage, 
all subheadings were compared and contrasted to identify similarities and differences. Colour 
coding, copying and pasting sections, writing themes on oversized paper, and using “sticky notes” 
became an important part of this highly complex and time-consuming process (see Figure 7). 
 
Research 
Questions
• Stage 1: coding the 
findings under the 
research questions
Subheadings 
•Stage 2: coding the 
data within each 
research question to 
create subheadings
Compare 
and contrast 
•Stage 3: comparing and contrasting 
all subheadings to view similarities 
and differences and to view the 
themes holistically.
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Reflexivity 
“Looking-glass self” (Cooley, 1902). 
Smith (2009) reminds us that narrative researchers need to be constantly aware about how their own 
backgrounds and perspectives may shape the narrative, particularly through interviews and other 
methods. This includes being aware of whether researchers add “insider’s knowledge” and 
interpretations to the process, and recognising how the researcher’s role and background may 
influence the conversation and the narrative process. 
Denzin and Lincoln (2011b) argue “qualitative researchers subconsciously draw upon their own 
experience as a resource in … inquiries” (p. 243). They go on to say that qualitative researchers 
“seek strategies of empirical inquiry that will allow them to make connections between lived 
experience, social injustices, larger social and cultural structures, and the here and now” (p. 243). 
The strategy of reflexivity will be addressed below in order to situate the researcher and to provide 
consideration of, and reflection on, the research process. Reflexivity is described by Barrett and 
Mills (2009) as being alert to the way the researcher’s life history and experiences might shape the 
inquiry. Acknowledging reflexivity helps to ensure credibility throughout the research process. 
Reflexivity is defined by Nightingale and Cromby (1999) as “an awareness of the researcher’s 
contribution to the construction of meanings throughout the research process” (p. 228). They go on 
to say, “reflexivity then, urges us to explore the ways in which a researcher’s involvement with a 
particular study influences, acts upon and informs such research” (p. 228). Hatch (2002) defines 
reflexivity as “the process of personally and academically reflecting on lived experiences” (p. 11), 
describing how it is impossible for the researcher to be entirely objective in the research. 
Willig (2001) discusses two types of reflexivity: personal reflexivity and epistemological 
reflexivity. “‘Personal reflexivity’ involves reflecting upon the ways in which our own values, 
experiences, interests, beliefs, political commitments, wider aims in life and social identities have 
shaped the research” (p. 10). This includes considering whether the research has changed our 
personal reflexivity, or whether it has changed our values and beliefs. 
Epistemological reflexivity requires us to engage with questions such as: How has the 
research question defined and limited what can be “found”? How have the design of 
the study and the method of analysis “constructed” the data and the findings? How 
could the research questions have been investigated differently? To what extent would 
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this have given rise to a different understanding of the phenomenon under 
investigation? (Willig, 2001, p. 10)  
Epistemological reflexivity is essentially engaging reflexively with epistemology. Using 
epistemological reflexivity, researchers analyse the way their underlying assumptions may have 
formed, and how these assumptions inform the study. Willig also discusses how “language has 
become a constructive dimension” (p. 10) to examining our own understanding, writing, and 
reflexive process.  
Addressing reflexivity within this research acknowledges the biases and assumptions I bring to the 
study. Rigorous note-taking from the interviews was fundamental in order to record my personal 
feelings and thoughts throughout the research process. Reflecting back on these notes while writing 
the narratives, helped to ensure all details and information was recorded. Triangulation ensured the 
dependability of the research process and supported my own reflexive understanding, by viewing 
the phenomenon through different lens. Discussing the notes with other colleagues helped to 
stimulate discussion and raised thoughts that I may not have previously considered. Willig (2001) 
reminds us that a reflexive process requires regular self-reflection regarding assumptions about how 
knowledge was created through the research process. Describing my own musical and religious 
identity, and my personal interests in the introduction and conclusion, also helped to reinforce the 
reflexivity of the research process. 
The “self” is central to any research process (Etherington, 2004; Moustakas, 1990). The initial 
discussions (Chapter One) provided an insight into my own research journey, and positioned myself 
as a teacher and researcher. These discussions aimed to “place my story amongst those written” 
(Etherington, 2004), and to better situate me in the research. Considering reflexivity throughout the 
research process encouraged me “to find ways of being openly creative, and this has stimulated me 
to generate new ideas” (Etherington, 2004, p. 20). Learning more about constructionism was one 
area that challenged reflexivity, as it encouraged me to see my knowledge and stories as social 
constructions that must be clearly articulated and reflected upon in order to become transparent. 
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Ethical and Methodological Considerations 
To ensure methodological rigour and that ethical considerations were upheld, many issues were 
taken into account. Denzin and Lincoln (2011a) argue that within a constructivist, or in my case a 
constructionist, paradigm, efforts to ensure credibility, transferability, confirmability, and 
dependability are essential, particularly as constructionists “value transactional knowledge” (p. 92), 
that is, a subjectivist co-constructed knowledge. Creswell (2013) also agrees that this verification 
process is essential to evaluating qualitative data efficiently, and to ensure that the data is 
trustworthy. The research process needs to be transparent in order to “make a virtue of closeness to 
the subject by constructing a story” (Smith, 2009, p. 85) that is represented accurately. Four key 
indicators as to the quality of qualitative research will now be discussed: credibility, transferability, 
dependability, and confirmability. 
Credibility 
Credibility emphasises how true and believable the research data are from the individual and group 
participants’ point(s) of view. Credibility ensures that participants’ stories are appropriately co-
constructed and represented fairly in the researcher’s representation of the data. The use of multiple 
methods, including group interviews, individual interviews, and observation helped to support the 
credibility of the research and affirm my findings (also referred to as triangulation). Triangulation 
occurs when the research is looked at from multiple points of view, and/or by collecting data 
through different methods (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Guba & Lincoln, 1985; Patton, 2002). Having 
a wide variety of participants enabled me to examine and compare individual narratives with 
observation, to create a more in-depth depiction of their lifeworlds. Alongside the triangulation 
process, verbatim transcriptions were available and participants were invited to member-check the 
interview transcripts, both group and individual. This ensured an accurate representation was made, 
as participants were invited to make corrections and changes during this process, as they felt 
necessary. A narrative inquiry approach provided descriptive (Patton, 2002) accounts of the 
participants’ experiences, helped to ensure a fair representation of the participants’ data, and 
increased the credibility of the study. To help ensure participants’ honesty throughout the research 
process, I reminded them of their anonymity and the confidentiality of their interview data. These 
privacy safeguards had been outlined on the consent forms the participants had each received and 
signed (or were signed by their parents, for participants aged under eighteen years). I also reminded 
the participants that the interviews were voluntary and they could withdraw from the study at any 
time. 
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Transferability 
Transferability involves being able to apply the findings of the study to other cases and contexts. 
One of the ways in which the transferability of this study was increased was through the use of thick 
descriptions (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Guba & Lincoln, 1985; Yin, 2003). I have provided thick, in-
depth descriptions and rigorous attention to detail in order to ensure that the reader has access to the 
design features and implementation of the study as a whole, and of each individual case study, to 
assist him/her in determining the transferability of my study to his/her own setting. Thick 
descriptions included detailing the social and cultural contexts (Guba & Lincoln, 1985) in which 
each case study was situated.  Multiple sources were used to triangulate the findings such as 
observation, individual interviews, group interviews, and researcher notes. 
Dependability 
Dependability acknowledges the ways in which the research process is stable and consistent (Miles 
& Huberman, 1994). In order to ensure the dependability in this research, I needed to carefully 
document the design of the study and its implementation in each setting, including my thoughts, 
emotions, and any ideas that arose over the course of the research. Merriam (1998) suggests that the 
assumptions behind the study need to be explained. The influence of my personal assumptions and 
bias on the data were further limited through the use of multiple data collection methods, and an in-
depth research process. Acknowledging both Miles and Huberman, and Merriam’s approaches 
ensured a dependable and reliable research process. 
Confirmability 
Confirmability considers the extent to which the findings of the study are confirmed. The use of a 
theoretical framework at the beginning of the study provides a thought-through process for 
conducting the study. Drawing links between existing literature and research methodologies, and 
the findings from the participants’ narratives also demonstrates the confirmability of the study. 
Regularly, my supervisors read through my drafts and research notes, to ensure the study’s 
confirmability and dependability. A copy of all hand-written notes, drafts, schedules, and school 
visits were also recorded in a log, and kept for auditing and ethical purposes.   
Limitations 
There are various factors that limit the study. Firstly, the study is localised and set within a 
particular social context. Therefore, the findings are relevant to the time and place in which the data 
were generated. This may present transferability issues, however as I have provided a rich, in-depth, 
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detailed account of each case study, the reader has further opportunity to find aspects that are 
transferable to his/her own situation. Secondly, the findings are personal. Each story told is unique 
to that participant. While participants may share some experiences, their story, interpretations, and 
meanings are personal. Thirdly, human interactions are embedded within a social context. 
Adolescents’ meanings are only thus because of the human interactions and social context that 
shape their lifeworlds. Finally, as a researcher, I cannot completely separate myself from the 
findings and the research process. The findings are a co-construction between the stories shared by 
the participants, and the interpretations and re-telling of those stories by me, the researcher. 
Employing reflexivity consistently throughout the research process helped to raise to the level of 
consciousness, and therefore limit, researcher bias. 
 
Case Study Considerations 
Before addressing any case study, it is important to convey how the presentation of each case study 
is different, and how my relationship to the schools may influence the data. While each case study 
primarily uses a similar structure, based on key themes and the guiding research questions, because 
of the uniqueness of each setting, each case study also has a unique presentation. 
In Case Studies One and Three, I have focused on one key participant in order to illuminate the 
findings in more depth and add richness to the study. Whilst the individual interviewees’ and group 
interviewees’ voices are still present within the case studies, focusing on a key participant enabled 
the phenomenon to be acknowledged in greater depth. Each key participant, who was individually 
interviewed, was chosen as a focus in each case study due to his/her uniqueness, depth, richness, 
greater articulation of his/her musical experiences, and greater insights he/she could provide to the 
study. In Case Study Two, I found that no one key participant “stood out.” Rather, the observations 
made during data generation became a key focus, in order to illuminate the findings in more depth.  
At the beginning of each case study, I have provided an overview about the case study school’s 
identity, drawing upon statistics and the curricula central to each school. This approach allows the 
reader to gain a greater insight into the context of the school prior to reading further in the case 
studies. All names of places and people throughout the study have been replaced by pseudonyms, in 
order to protect participants’ identities and respect their confidentiality. 
In order to understand the ways in which music in Catholic schools influences adolescents’ 
religious identity work, gaining greater understanding of the musical and religious identities that 
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participants brought to the Catholic school environment was of central importance. These pre-
existing identities would inevitably influence participants’ experiences and engagement with music 
within their schools. Thus, providing narratives about the participants’ religious identities and 
experiences, and musical identities and experiences, was key to the case studies and, as such, the 
first issues to be explored in each case study/chapter. 
The final part of each narrative focuses on the main research question, revealing adolescents’ 
experiences of religious music at their schools. Here the phenomenon unfolds, as the participants 
share the way religious music shapes their identity work. 
With all three case studies, I acknowledge a working relationship, and previous experience and 
insight through associations with the schools, as a teacher. At one school, I had undertaken the role 
of Music Coordinator, teaching music and religion. This resulted in some participants who were 
interviewed being familiar with me as a teacher. At another school, I had undertaken my teaching 
practice many years earlier, and whilst participants were not familiar with me, I did have a 
professional relationship with some staff members at the school, due to this experience and being a 
teacher. At another school, I was unfamiliar with the college, but after contacting the school 
regarding the study, I was offered some small contract and temporary teaching work. As a result, 
some participants I interviewed saw me at the school, and/or were taught by me on occasions. 
Whilst I recognise that my professional relationship within all three schools may have influenced 
the interviewees’ responses, I provided an introductory session outlining the confidential nature of 
the study, and emphasising my role as researcher rather than teacher. The boundaries associated 
with my role were also emphasised throughout the study, which allowed participants to feel 
confident in sharing their stories. I consistently engaged in reflexivity, learning to change my 
behaviour and relationship with students in order to reflect the change in my role from teacher to 
researcher during these times. Despite times when I had the urge to ask participants to correct their 
uniform or mind their language, my teacher persona had changed, and, as a researcher, I listened, 
learned, respected, and engaged only with their stories. 
The following are small selections and insights into the participants’ lifeworlds, which aim to 
illuminate the ways in which music in Catholic schools influences adolescents’ identity work. 
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Summary 
In this chapter, I have outlined the methodological considerations and philosophical assumptions 
that underpin this study. Social constructionism has been explained and supports the qualitative 
research methods employed. The research process has been extensively described through the use of 
collective and instrumental case study research design, and the research methods of interview and 
observation have been justified. I have articulated the benefits of employing narrative inquiry for 
both a method of data collection, as well as for analysis and presentation of the findings. Narrative 
inquiry supports the in-depth and rigorous descriptions that I sought. I also considered reflexivity as 
an important and ongoing part of this research journey, as well as the ethical considerations that 
were upheld throughout the process.  
Chapters Four, Five and Six will present the case study narratives. 
 
Key for reading the narratives 
Italics = participants’ voices 
[ square brackets ] = other person’s voice 
[ J: ] = Janelle, researcher’s voice 
( curved brackets ) = text added by the researcher. 
… = instances in which the speaker was interrupted by the researcher or another participant, or 
words were edited out. 
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Chapter Four: Case Study One 
“I just depend on music – I’ve got my faith in that ...” – Anh 
Immaculata Catholic College 
Infinite compassion13 
School Context 
Immaculata Catholic College is a secondary school for girls, which offers affordable fees and 
thrives on enrolling students from a diverse range of cultures. The school, although not far from the 
city, is situated in a low socio-economic area, and enrols approximately 600 girls, ranging from 
Year 8 (12 years old) to Year 12 (18 years old). The school’s ethos emphasises inclusivity and a 
sense of community. The school offers in excess of 80 senior subjects14 in order to create diversity 
and a range of interests to suit every individual, including offering a variety of TAFE15 certificates 
and flexible schooling options. Indigenous students make up 2% of enrolments, and 50% of all 
students have a language background other than English.14 The school places great value on 
multiculturalism, as it has over 50 cultures represented and 30 languages spoken, with 122 students 
enrolled in the “English as a Second Language” course at the school.14 The school also enrols 
approximately 100 students from an Afghani, Iranian, Iraqi, or Middle Eastern background, many 
of whom are Hazara refugees from Afghanistan.14 The school provides many support programs to 
assist students who are new to Australia. School celebrations, and recognition of various cultural or 
religious events, are commonplace. One of these celebrations is the school’s annual multicultural 
night, which features music, dance, costumes, and food from the families and communities of 
various backgrounds at the school, celebrating their various cultural traditions. 
I was fortunate to interview a range of students from the school, who represented a variety of 
ethnicities and religious backgrounds. For this research, I interviewed Buddhists, Catholics, 
Christians, Atheists, and those who consider themselves spiritual, but who do not identify with a 
specific religion. Despite the high number of Muslim students in the school, none of them 
volunteered to participate in the interviews. 
 
                                                             
13 Founder, Father Jules Chevalier. 
14 Data from the school in 2011. 
15 Technical and Further Education. 
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Immaculata Catholic College’s Religious Culture 
The ethos of Immaculata Catholic College reflects the values of the founder, Father Jules Chevalier, 
and is based on compassion, social justice, and the nurturing of faith.15 The school has a strong 
pastoral care program, which focuses on nurturing each individual and encouraging a sense of 
community. Charism is a strong part of the spirituality of the school. Cook (2001) refers to charism 
as the common good and the glorifying of God. The school is not associated with any particular 
parish or priest, however it does engage with various local parishes and priests for Catholic events. 
Immaculata Catholic College has a unique religious culture, due to its multicultural student 
population. Being a staff member in the school certainly gave me an advantage in terms of knowing 
about this multicultural community and the varied religious backgrounds of the students. The 
school is very accommodating, and has great awareness of the diverse religious and ethnic needs of 
the students. The school has a strong ESL programme, and many support staff are employed in 
order to assist refugees and other students who lack English language skills. During Ramadan, a 
sacred month in the Islamic calendar, the school provides classrooms at recess and lunchtimes 
where Muslim students can fast without the temptation of seeing the food being eaten by other 
students. The school permits the Muslim students to wear headscarves and long sleeves as part of 
their observance of the Islamic tradition. 
The school chapel is rather small and seats approximately 50 people. It is not visible from the 
outside of the school, and appears to be hidden inside the school’s administration building. A statue 
of Mary at the front of the chapel, and the beaming sunlight shining through the stained-glass 
windows in the early mornings brings a peaceful aura to the room. 
In the corner of a grassed area not far from the entrance to the chapel is an Islamic prayer space 
where Muslim students can pray to Allah.16 The space is made of mosaics and was created by a 
group of Muslim students at the school. I remember that when I first heard about the initiative of 
creating an Islamic prayer space at the school I was somewhat surprised, considering that the school 
is Catholic. Nonetheless, it has proven to be a unique and special part of Immaculata’s school 
identity. Other than the Islamic prayer space, the school is clearly identifiable as a Catholic College, 
with statues of Mary in the schoolyard, a crucifix, and posters in every room displaying Catholic 
Saints or Bible verses. 
The religious education program is a core component of the school curriculum. Although based on 
Catholicism, the program also offers students the opportunity to explore and learn about other 
                                                             
16 Allah is an Arabic word for God. 
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religions. All students, regardless of religious belief, are required to attend the religious education 
lessons and to complete tasks as assigned by their teacher. Similarly, Catholic school retreats 
(which are days of spiritual and religious reflection), school liturgies, prayer services, and Masses, 
are essential parts of the Catholic school philosophy and students are expected to attend. The 
Catholic events are inclusive of students of all faiths, many of whom volunteer to do Bible readings, 
read prayers, or sing in the liturgical choir, despite their religious differences. 
Immaculata Catholic College’s Music Culture 
Immaculata Catholic College has a reasonably small music department, but, nonetheless, a large 
range of musical opportunities for the students. Notably, the school structures the programme 
around the musical identities, musical experiences, and various ethnicities of the students. In Years 
8 and 9, music is a compulsory subject that students take for a trimester (13 weeks). During this 
time, they explore various musical instruments, learn to sing, take lessons in basic music theory, 
music history, and music technology. Students are also encouraged to share songs in other 
languages and cultures. In Years 10–12, the students can opt to study music as an elective. The 
music elective provides tuition in music theory, performance, and music technology, and students 
respond to various research tasks that allow them to explore music from a variety of cultures. In 
their final year of schooling, the students generally study performance, music research, or music 
technology, as opposed to those music subjects that require rich language skills, such as music 
history, music theory, or essay-based music subjects. The school has numerous musical ensembles, 
which rehearse mainly at lunchtime, and a biannual school musical. Students of all musical 
backgrounds and experiences are encouraged to participate in the ensembles and musical. The 
ensembles vary in size and diversity, and include an African drumming ensemble and a ukulele 
ensemble. There seems to be an ensemble for everyone. Singing is a major focus at the school, as it 
does not require students to purchase instruments, making it more affordable and convenient. At the 
school, music is a place of fun and enjoyment and is not solely for the musically talented. The 
school also has a liturgical ensemble, consisting of singers and the occasional string or wind 
instrumentalist. The liturgical ensemble is open to all students, and rehearsals are held during 
lunchtimes for several weeks in the lead-up to each Mass. It is a popular ensemble and usually 
features approximately 20 singers. The liturgical music played is typically traditional Catholic 
music with many hymns, responsorial psalms, and chants. 
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Introducing the Participants 
Table 8 School One Participants  
 School One: Immaculata 
Group A: Music 5 girls (Grace, Nina, Kate, Jasmine, Carina) 
Individual A1 Kate 
Individual A2 Jasmine 
Group B: Non-music 5 girls  (Anh, Tasmyn, Chang, Hanh, Diu) 
Individual B1 Chang 
Individual B2 Anh 
Group C: Mixed 4 girls  (Chi, Lisa, Nhi, Jennifer) 
Individual C1 Chi 
Individual C2 (none – volunteer withdrew ) 
 
As I walked up the stairs to the classroom where I met Group A, the sounds of girls chattering and 
laughing grew stronger and stronger. As I entered the classroom, the girls excitedly greeted me. All 
the girls were of Western appearance, and I immediately noticed Kate’s bubbly and enthusiastic 
personality, clearly the centre of attention for the girls. Throughout the interviews, Kate’s confident 
and enthusiastic personality often dominated the conversations; nonetheless, all the participants 
were keen and excited to share their musical lifeworlds with me. 
Group B were somewhat more reserved in personality than group A. They were, however, very 
polite and courteous. They formed a circle in the music room; all smiling and carefully listening to 
each other speak. The girls were of Asian appearance, with Anh identifying as Cambodian. The 
participants were very articulate and seemed quite empathic when listening to each other’s stories. 
The final group of girls I met were Chi, Lisa, Nhi, and Jennifer, who were most certainly more 
reserved than students in the other groups. They seemed to be close friends as they chattered 
amongst themselves, and often bounced ideas off each other in the group interview. All of Asian 
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appearance, the girls were softly spoken and very gracious in their manner, with impeccably neat 
uniforms. 
 
The Religious Identities of the Participants 
Group A: “I have a Cross around my neck – I’m not religious at all” 
Kate is quite blunt in articulating her atheist views, but acknowledges how the school has somewhat 
changed her religious identity. Well … before I came to Immaculata, I felt like very kind of … 
pessimistic. Kate tells me how her experiences at Immaculata changed her negative view of 
religion, as she was immersed with students of so many religious backgrounds and learnt how 
everybody has different religious views. This challenged her atheist beliefs, and, as a result, she has 
become more tolerant and accepting of other people’s religious views. 
Jasmine does not consider herself to be religious, but, rather, spiritual. She does not come from a 
religious family and believes that being positive in life is more important than believing in a 
particular religion. 
I’m not religious at all … I believe in some things … I’m just not religious. 
[J: Would you say you’re spiritual?], I ask. 
Sometimes, I guess …  it’s sort of grown on me and so I sort of like it. 
[J: What does it mean to be spiritual?] 
I don’t know – thinking about the way you do things, the way you act in life … yeah like your 
outlook on life like being positive … 
Carina went to a local Catholic primary school and describes how she and her family are Catholics, 
but do not attend church. Her transition from primary to secondary school was rather smooth, the 
two schools having similar Catholic principles and routines, such as morning prayers, Masses, and 
religion classes. 
Grace attended an Anglican primary school and her family are affiliated with the Anglican Church, 
but she admits that she does not have any religious beliefs: I’m not religious at all. She states that 
she affiliates as being Anglican because she was baptized in the Anglican Church. Similarly, Nina 
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went to a local Anglican primary school, making her transition to a Catholic Secondary school 
rather smooth, as she explains that both types of schools have similar religious values. 
 
Group B: “I haven’t found my faith yet” 
The second group of girls was comprised of Anh, Tasmyn, Chang, Hanh, and Diu, all of whom 
identified as being Buddhist, particularly Hanh, who is of Korean nationality. Hanh attends her 
Buddhist Temple every week and her family are active members of the Buddhist community. 
However, this does not affect Hanh’s involvement with the Catholic life of the school. She is 
actively involved in Immaculata Catholic College’s extracurricular activities, and has been a part of 
the school’s liturgical choir on several occasions; an activity she enjoys very much. 
Anh, Tasmyn, Chang, and Diu associate with being Buddhist, but only attend their temple on 
specific religious occasions. Anh explained, I’m raised with a Buddhist background but I don’t 
think I’m very – I haven’t found my faith yet so I’m still confused about it. Diu agrees, putting 
forward a similar view to that of Anh. 
Tasmyn and Chang talk about how their families are Buddhist, and that they practice at home, but 
only go to the temple on important occasions. Tasmyn states, Oh my Mum believes that if you 
follow the actual rules you don’t have to fully practice it and go to the Temple. She thinks if you 
know yourself that you’re trying to be a good person, trying to follow the morals then that’s good 
enough. Agreeing with this, Chang says, Yeah, similar, and at home like we do all the special like 
praying you know how you do like praying – instead of doing it at the Temple, we kind of do it at 
home. 
Chang and Hanh attended the same local Catholic primary school and pointed out that there are no 
Buddhist schools in their area, whilst the other three girls went to local public primary schools. 
 
Group C: “I don’t go to Church … I would have to sin” 
In the final group, Chi and Jennifer consider themselves to be strong in their Catholic faith. Lisa 
identifies as Christian. Chi and Jennifer are both active members of their parish, along with their 
families. Chi states that she always attends Mass, and feels guilty when she doesn’t go: Like if I 
don’t go to Church like for three weeks in a row, I would have to sin – I would have to go to 
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confession to the Father. Jennifer agreed, If I didn’t go to Church for that long I’d be “oh” just 
tearing up inside and “oh my gosh, what have I done!” 
Both girls empathised their strong feelings of guilt when they disregard the typical Catholic routines 
and values that have been engrained in them since childhood. This demonstrates how the girls’ 
Catholic identities are central to all aspects of their identity work and daily life. 
Nhi considers herself to be Catholic, as she grew up attending a Catholic primary school, lived 
within a Catholic parish, and now attends a Catholic high school. However, since she became a 
teenager, she and her family have not attended church. Therefore, she states that she is more 
spiritual than Catholic, but still views her spirituality as being derived from Catholicism. She also 
points out that her faith in God is still strong, despite the fact that she does not attend church 
regularly, like Chi and Jennifer do. 
Lisa considers herself to be Christian, as she grew up in the Anglican Church with her family, but, 
as she became a teenager, her family stopped attending. She strongly supports the idea of Christian 
values being a guide for daily living. 
 
Unfortunately, no African or Middle-Eastern girls offered to participate in either the group or 
individual interviews. The Middle-Eastern girls were relatively quiet in nature and congregated 
together in the schoolyard. In class activities, they participated with the other students willingly, 
however their choice was to sit and participate in class activities with their Middle-Eastern friends. 
To my surprise, these students, who are predominantly Muslim, willingly participate in the school’s 
Catholic traditions, including receiving a blessing at Mass, performing the sign of the cross, 
kneeling and bowing at appropriate times in the liturgies, reciting prayers, singing hymns and 
chants, and being respectful of the religious traditions of the school, despite their own personal 
religious beliefs. When speaking to the African girls in the schoolyard, many of them stated that 
they are not religious; some said they were spiritual, while others stated that they followed parts of 
the Islamic faith. The African girls were loud, bold, and very confident in nature. They seemed to 
be very sociable, and were often seen to be laughing and having fun. These girls particularly 
enjoyed the more practical subjects in the school, such as music, art, design, and home economics. 
All students, regardless of their religious beliefs (or having no belief), appear to willingly 
participate in the school’s Catholic traditions. I observed the participants in liturgies and prayer 
services, some volunteering to take leadership roles by singing in the choir or reading parts of the 
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Mass to the school. In the group interviews, the participants shared their respect for the school’s 
religious traditions and said that they willingly participated in them. The school does not enforce its 
Catholic traditions, yet the girls are respectful of the school’s ethos, traditions, and expectations. 
The school community produces a feeling of acceptance, which brings a unique experience of 
religion and music to the school. The students feel accepted and enjoy being at the school, despite 
their religious and/or cultural differences. 
 
The Musical Identities of the Participants 
Group A: “Music was one of my favourite subjects” 
I’m Kate and I do singing and that’s all I’ve ever done with music. Kate is the school’s music 
captain and a proud singer. She loves being involved in the school’s music program, and, in the 
observation sessions, I noticed that Kate immersed herself in the music program either by singing or 
by helping out with the ensembles. Kate described how she used to be a fairly shy person, which I 
found hard to believe, given her confident personality. She said that through music she had grown 
in confidence and self-esteem, since discovering her passion and talent for singing. Kate used to 
listen to whatever’s on the radio that’s just pretty much what people listen to … but now she listens 
to a wide range of musical genres. As Kate has pursued her passion for singing, her music listening 
tastes have become more refined, Now I listen to more, like, the jazz and musical theatre and all the 
kind of songs I should be doing for performance and specialist (Year 12 music performance 
subjects) … initially it was because I needed to get ideas of what songs to sing, but now it’s kind of 
grown on me and that’s what’s on my iPod. 
For Grace, her brothers had a significant impact on her musical preferences, but in a negative way. 
They primarily listened to mainstream music, which she turned away from as she associated this 
style of music with her dislike of her brothers. 
Um, I think my brothers shaped my music but that’s only coz they listened to mainstream and I 
didn’t like that and so …  
[J: How did you know what you liked?], I asked. 
Um, I just, I don’t know it’s just – it’s always been like that, I just didn’t like their music but maybe 
that’s coz I didn’t like my brothers (laughs). 
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Grace’s rejection of the music preferences of her brothers influenced her to learn about styles of 
music that were contrary to the mainstream, and this led her to a preference for Indie music. Her 
brother researched musical genres on the Internet, and she did the same in order to find her 
preference in music. Grace learnt piano when she was younger, but did not enjoy playing the 
classical music her teacher made her play. As a result, Grace stopped taking piano lessons and 
playing the piano altogether. Well I started learning piano when I was about 7 I think, and I did that 
for 4 or 5 years and I stopped and then, um, and then I came to Immaculata and I started again and 
then I did that for a couple of years. Then I started playing sort of, like, old classical stuff and I 
didn’t like it anymore so then (laughs). Yeah, I’d like to go back to it but maybe after this year, 
when I have more time. 
Carina used to play the piano and sing in choirs, but stopped to focus on sport in her teenage years. 
She is now the school’s sports’ captain, In primary school I used to be part of the Junior Choir and 
the Senior Choir so you’d go and you’d hear those sort of songs, um, and then I think it was maybe 
Year 3 or Year 4, I started to play the piano so we had a person come to our place and teach us and 
then I just grew out of that because I didn’t really like doing all the lessons, but I regret it now 
because I wished I’d kept doing it because it’s hard to get back into and, yeah. I’m trying to learn 
how to play it (piano) again by using YouTube. Carina appreciates all things musical, I listen to 
different music so it really depends on if I like the sound of it or not, like the beats and the rhythms, 
um, sometimes rock and sometimes pop as well. 
Jasmine is a passionate music student who dedicates much of her spare time to singing in vocal 
ensembles. I’ve been doing singing for a very long time. She is studying music in Year 12, and 
wants to pursue a career in musical theatre. Well I guess like last year, music was one of my 
favourite subjects and so that’s a big – like I just enjoyed it, the performing side – I didn’t like the 
theory so much but I had that option in Year 12 not to do the theory and so I could just concentrate 
on my performing skills. Jasmine’s personality is somewhat animated and I can easily see her as a 
musical theatre performer. She talks about how she listens to all genres of music, particularly 
musical theatre, Disney, and jazz. I am very eclectic (laughs) and so I like lots of different music, 
like I love musical theatre, I love jazz, I love top 40 music, I love everything. 
Nina is a confident and outgoing student who enjoys singing, but admits that she has no training in 
music. She mumbles, I used to sing when I was little, and proudly announces in an animated tone, 
and I’d sing again … Nina sings in the school musicals and occasionally with the liturgical choir 
which she enjoys. Well when I was younger probably about 6-ish, we all did like lessons, like, I did 
singing lessons, my sister did piano, my other sister did guitar, and my brother did drums. We were 
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always kind of, like, doing music and then we all kind of quit at the same time, just randomly 
(laughs) … I came here and I joined the musicals. She listens to a wide range of musical styles, 
choosing music that is more meaningful to her. I have a bit of everything, but I tend to listen to 
alternative punk and rock, I don’t know, I just like the music and the lyrics are always meaningful, 
it’s not like “oh yeah, get some money,” (laughs) it’s actually – the music’s telling stories … you 
can actually understand what’s going on in like the song, the story type thing. 
 
Group B: “It just sounds good, even though we might not understand it” 
Coming from a Vietnamese background, Chang is very familiar with Vietnamese popular music but 
admits that she also enjoys Korean pop music (K-Pop). I ask her further about this as I am intrigued 
about the idea of listening to music in an unfamiliar language, yeah it just sounds good, even though 
we might not understand it. She sometimes looks up the translation but at other times does not, and 
they’re really interesting to sing along to even though you might not understand. 
Tasmyn, who is also of Vietnamese descent, describes her love of K-Pop. One aspect was 
introduced by her friends, the other by her family. My family, we watch Vietnamese dubbed dramas 
… for me, I think music I used to listen to is like based on kind of dramas, like Asian dramas since I 
am from an Asian background, and I watch these things like I just kind of download the track from 
the show and it’s like also the words are meaningful and the songs and the beat as well. These 
dramas exposed Tasmyn to a variety of musical styles and languages. Similarly, Diu, who loves 
listening to K-Pop, was particularly influenced by her friendship group to like this musical style. 
Hanh, however, is Korean and listens to a wide variety of music. I dunno I listen to lots of kind of, I 
dunno, like I listen to anything that sounds good to me I think ... I have like instrumental French, 
opera, Korean, Chinese, Vietnamese yeah like, like yeah rock and anything that kind of sounds 
good. 
Anh is of Cambodian background but is born in Australia and tells me about how her father has 
been a large musical influence on her identity. Her father played guitar, which influenced her love 
and appreciation for music. She tells me that it was not until a difficult time in her life that she 
really turned to music as a source of support and encouragement. I guess when I was going through 
a hard time in like Years 6, 7, and 8, that’s when I started getting back into music, that’s when I 
started depending on it and I was really into (music) … She tells me that her musical influences 
changed in the transition from primary school to high school and that she grew more passionate 
 Religious Music in Everyday Life    86 
 
about Japanese pop music, which was introduced to her by her Year 7 friends. It was something 
they all had in common as they moved to different high schools. She explains, first I was into like 
Japanese pop and that was because like getting into Year 8 I wasn’t ready to let go of my Year 7 
friends and that’s what they were interested in so that kinda like brought us together and kept us 
together in that transition. Because in that transition everyone was just – you suddenly realise that 
no-one’s going to stay friends forever and that little link kept us together, yeah so that was really 
important for me. 
I was intrigued to learn more about Anh’s love of Japanese pop considering that her cultural 
background was Cambodian. She explains to me that music has a unique capability that can 
communicate beyond the words, I see like music shouldn’t have a language barrier. If you feel the 
emotions and you know you can see the performance, you can see the raw emotion and the hard 
work they put into it.  You can just feel it and like if you really want to get deep into it. You can 
learn the language like I tried to do or like you know you can look up the lyrics’ translations but 
you still get a gist of what’s going on anyways. Like it sounds weird from the outside but I don’t 
know that’s how I see it. It was music that encouraged Anh to learn more about Japanese language 
and culture. However, over the years as Anh’s friendship group changed, so did her influences and 
choice of music. She now listens to a variety of music, namely punk rock, acoustic, and K-Pop. Anh 
describes how her musical identity is formed through a mix of influences from friends, family, and 
social networking sites: Oh well like every morning my Mum drives me to school so I always listen 
to the radio then and like you just – I don’t know how, but like it’s just the songs that go around you 
know, like your peers so if they’re like “oh listen to this song” or if they’re like – say like on 
Facebook there’s like a certain lyric that everyone likes – like that song … and you look it up … so 
that’s how I find out the songs you know through kind of social networking sites and everyone 
repeating lyrics and everyone just posting up videos saying listen to this song or listen to a cover of 
that song? 
 
Group C: “It’s not just English music, it’s like Vietnamese and Swahili and …” 
Lisa’s father played a significant role in her musical identity. Her father listened to classical music, 
which she also enjoys. Her family would also regularly partake in Karaoke, which also expanded 
her musical identity. My Dad had always listened to like old classical music type music, yeah and 
he has a karaoke so he always sings it, so I just get used to it. [J: Do you do Karaoke too?], I ask. 
Yeah (she laughs) – I just got yeah interested into it and started. 
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Nhi describes how her church’s music has influenced her exposure to world music. She describes 
her church as very multicultural which is reflected in the music, and it’s not just English music, it’s 
like Vietnamese and Swahili and, and then there’s like communion music and African music, our 
Church is very multicultural, Nhi announces proudly. She explains how she enjoys the wide variety 
of cultural music as she rarely hears such music elsewhere. Following on from Nhi’s conversation, 
Jennifer described her church as being predominantly Vietnamese, which is reflected in the music 
that is played. Jennifer adds that her mother influenced her appreciation for classical music: It’s 
from my upbringing because my Mum likes to listen to classical. 
Chi describes how her father plays in the church band, which has a very positive influence on her. 
Her eyes light up and her voice becomes quite enthusiastic when discussing this. My Dad is actually 
in the um, in the choir and he plays the guitar there and everything, so he chooses the music that 
they play and it’s actually just like with a guitar and drums. [J: And singers?], I ask. She continues 
in her train of thought. Like not drum-drums, like just the bongos. [J: Is it upbeat music or is it quite 
traditional, slow music?] I guess during communion it would be more upbeat and before the Bible 
(the gospel) it’s like less upbeat. Chi certainly seemed proud that her father was a key member of 
the church choir. 
 
Observations of a School Mass 
I was fortunate to attend one of the school’s most important Masses, the Immaculata Mass, a 
celebration of Mary. The students were required to meet at the local parish church where the school 
holds a Mass once a term. The local parish church is walking distance from the school, 
approximately 2 kilometres away. The day consisted of a Mass at the local parish church, a walk to 
a nearby park where the students ate a barbecue meal together, with staff and students leaving at 
approximately 1:00 p.m. The day is meant to celebrate Mary, and, as a teacher, I could think of no 
better way to celebrate than to finish the day early on a Friday! 
As I arrive at the car park, students are wearing casual clothes and are gathering in the courtyard at 
the front of the church, chatting with each other and with the teachers. It becomes busier as time 
progresses and more students arrive. I notice a real “buzz” in the atmosphere and excitement from 
the girls, possibly because they are wearing casual clothes, are not at school, or are finishing the 
week. I notice a number of Afghani girls wearing headscarves chatting together happily, willingly 
participating in the school’s Immaculata Mass. 
 Religious Music in Everyday Life    88 
 
I enter the church before the students and take a seat on the side, trying to stay “out of the way.” 
Staff and students are organising the music and the lectern, talking to the priest, putting up 
decorations, and so on. The students enter and take a seat, still talking quietly. Once all the students 
are seated, a quiet murmur fills the church. The church is very large, and can easily fit 600 students. 
It appears to be very old and is traditional in style, complete with a choir loft. The musicians and the 
choir sit in a side corner, and can only be seen by the students seated in the first few rows. The 
musicians consist of a choir of about 15 girls, a teacher playing piano, and five string players with 
their tutor. They practice songs as the students sit down until they get a “nod” that signifies 
readiness for the Mass to start. Kate is in the front row of the choir and I notice that she often gives 
tips or comments to the other girls and their music teacher as they practice. 
The opening song soon commences, “Gather Us In.” Everyone stands and the choir and strings lead 
the congregation. Microphones project the singers’ voices across the church quite clearly. The lyrics 
are appropriate for the beginning of a Mass; the lyrics say “Gather us in – the lost and forsaken, 
gather us in – the blind and the lame …”. The choir sings strongly, however not many of the 
congregation does, even though the lyrics are on a PowerPoint presentation. Most of the 
congregation are simply standing and looking at the PowerPoint with only a few girls sheepishly 
singing. At the end of the song, the girls sit down and the choir members move back to their chairs. 
As the service continues, the girls remain quiet. Most appear to be attentive, while others look quite 
bored. Nonetheless, they are respectful and participate in the rituals accordingly; bowing, kneeling, 
signing the cross, and taking part in communion. The Muslim girls go up to receive a blessing 
during communion. 
The next musical interlude consists of responses to the readings, which are chanted by Kate and 
responded to by the congregation. The congregation is silent and seems to be listening carefully to 
Kate’s chant so that it is able to repeat it back. Only some people are singing the chant. I find this to 
be a very traditional and beautiful part of the Mass. Next, the gospel acclamation “Alleluia,” which 
is a traditional song with lovely harmonies. The music certainly provides liveliness to the Mass, 
with a strong sound compared to the quiet sombre nature of the rest of the Mass, which consists of 
talking and Bible readings. The offertory is short, flowing, and softer in nature, which soon leads 
into the Liturgy of the Eucharist: Holy, Holy, Holy, Eucharistic Acclamation: Christ has Died, 
Christ has Risen, Amen: Amen, Amen, Amen, Sign of Peace: Lamb of God, all of which are 
performed traditionally. Throughout the songs, the congregation barely sings, but the music seems 
to focus their attention as the choir sings strongly, accompanied by strings. It is not until the final 
song that the congregation begins to sing, “Shine Jesus Shine.” This was what had been described 
to me by the girls as the “Immaculata Song,” their school song. “Shine Jesus Shine,” although quite 
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an old song, is sung at a lively tempo, with a strong rhythmic piano accompaniment, and the choir 
in full voice. The congregation joins in with hand actions and loud singing. It seems to be having 
fun as everyone sings together – a beautiful way to end the Mass. The culture of the congregation 
suddenly changed during this song. From a somewhat dry and dull atmosphere, the students were 
vibrant, engaged, and clearly enjoying themselves. 
 
Introducing Kate the Singer 
“I realised I was actually good at something” 
Kate, the school’s music captain, is a very confident participant with a big voice, and a very bubbly, 
happy and friendly personality. She often dominated the group interviews. Kate was always keen to 
answer my questions and liked to provide lots of explanations and examples. She talked quickly and 
seemed to have so many ideas that she wanted to share. I had to revisit her interview to understand 
the essence of her conversation. Music in primary school was significantly different for Kate than at 
high school. Her experience at primary school only involved the school choir, as the school did not 
have class music; music was a relatively insignificant part of the school’s activities. At Immaculata 
Catholic College, Kate came to learn that music was a significant part of the school curriculum, as 
well as the extracurricular activities. She soon enrolled in singing lessons, was involved with the 
singing ensembles at the school, as well as participating in class music. 
Kate tells me about a powerful moment which encouraged her to pursue music in high school, I was 
singing at Emma’s house, no maybe it was your house actually (pointing to another participant), 
and um, Kyle (a friend at the house) was there and I was just singing randomly and he actually told 
me I was a good singer and he’s like a person that I’d never spoken to before that time and would 
just never seem like the person who would give a compliment, so he told me I was a good singer 
and from then, I really actually started to enjoy singing because I realised I was actually good at 
something …. This was a powerful moment for Kate, a few simple words of praise which gave her a 
sense of success and a feeling that she was good at something. 
“My family’s never been musical” 
Kate tells me that her family were not very musical and admits that she had minimal musical 
influences in her upbringing: Um well, when I was in primary school, I didn’t really have any 
lessons or anything, my family’s never been musical because, um, my Pop was the only one who 
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was musical but he died before I was born, so I never really had any, like, musical influence at all. 
She tells me that her primary school was very sports-oriented and she felt like she did not fit in with 
the school culture or her peers. When the school decided to start a choir, she joined in for no other 
reason than that she wanted to be accepted by her peers and this was a new avenue where it could 
happen: Well, I’ll do it too, because I don’t want to be the loner at the side. She tells me that she 
just kept singing and realised that participation in the choir was accepted by her peers. When she 
started attending high school, Kate pursued class music and began taking singing lessons, which is 
when her passion for music grew: I didn’t really know that music was something that people 
actually, like, got into and I didn’t realise it was something I could do as a subject or anything like 
that … so I came here and I started to do singing lessons and then I got into that and then I just 
loved it. Kate describes how her singing teacher was a major source of encouragement, not only for 
singing, but also for her confidence. Through singing, she felt that she could achieve success. 
In the individual interview, Kate describes her musical influences as she was growing up, how her 
music choices changed, and the confusion and challenges of adolescence. More thoughts and ideas 
emerged that she did not share in the previous group interview. Growing up, Kate’s family did not 
have CD or DVD players, unlike her friends. She still listened to cassettes that she bought with her 
pocket money or that were given to her as gifts. She began to listen to the radio more after wanting 
to listen to a greater variety of music than her limited choice of cassettes allowed: When I was 
growing up all we had was little cassette players and then … coz we weren’t like one of those 
families that was like “yeah I can buy these CD things” because they had just like come out and we 
were still using video players, but, um, so all I could listen to was either what was on the radio or 
what you could buy on cassette, so it was mainly the older stuff and then as the radio started 
changing, I started listening to that, and then coz I just kind of got sick of listening to the same 
songs over and over again on the cassette except for Abba! (laughs) I love Abba! We both laugh in 
agreement. This did surprise me, considering Kate was born in the 1990s. She tells me more about 
this and how her father influenced her initial choice of music: Oh, well, every Sunday night me and 
my family and my Dad’s side of the family would meet at my Nanna’s house and when we were like 
little we’d go home and just start listening to Abba on – oh, what are those things called – record 
players [J: Oh my gosh!] – I know, record players how old is that? Now when Kate hears Abba, she 
says it reminds her of her Nanna. 
“If I never did singing … music would be completely different.” 
When Kate reached upper primary school, she listened to the radio stations that her peers would 
listen to and soon bought her own CD player. As I got older, I started to get more control over what 
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I could do, so I started – like I got my own CD player and started listening to the radio in my room 
coz I had it on PopFM17 because it’s what everyone at primary school was listening to, just one of 
the trend followers I suppose .... 
Kate’s grandfather also influenced her love for Disney music, shaping a part of her musical identity 
that still exists to this day. Um, ok, if you look at my iPod I have a lot of Disney songs (she laughs) – 
I have no idea why, coz it was just the other day I started watching Pocahontas coz my Grandpa 
has always called me Pocahontas coz it was my favourite movie when I was little, so I just watched 
it again coz I forgot what happened in it and then just started loving all the songs so just 
downloaded all of them and I just, I love it because there’s like a story behind it .... I ask Kate if she 
plays this music while her friends are around. She immediately responds, “No” and sheepishly 
giggles. Oh, because it’s what they don’t like .... She tells me the dilemmas of peer pressure and 
adolescence, a time when there is an expectation of conformity for acceptance and a feeling of 
normality. She compares music choices with clothing brands. Yeah, I find that – like anything that’s 
played on PopFM, everyone seems to like for some reason. It’s like with clothing, if Supre18 brings 
out something it just happens to be amazing, it could be absolute crap ... Yeah, I really don’t 
understand teenagers (we both laugh). 
Kate’s musical choices also widened as she approached her final years of schooling. As she studied 
singing, she learnt theatre songs, jazz, and country. As she began to learn these songs in her voice 
lessons, she started to enjoy listening to them as well. I ask Kate to reflect back on her experiences 
and what her music listening would be like if she had not taken voice lessons or class music. I think 
if I never did singing, my um, taste in music would be completely different, because through singing 
I’ve been exposed to songs that I’ve never heard of before. Kate explains that this is one reason why 
her peers do not accept this music; they have not been exposed to the wide variety of music she has 
through her music studies. Because, yeah, they haven’t really been exposed to it, they haven’t – like 
they haven’t even really listened to it, they haven’t given it a chance just coz it’s not on the radio, 
(they think that) it’s not cool. She also adds, because they haven’t really studied music at all, they 
don’t really understand. 
 
 
                                                             
17 Pseudonym. 
18 A popular young girls’ clothing brand, mainly for tweens and younger teenagers, and generally for girls of small 
physical size. 
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“Everybody has different religious views” 
Kate tells me how she felt quite negative about religion when she left primary school, it (religion) 
kind of had a negative impact on me. She tells me, in particular, that her Lutheran primary school 
used to teach stories from the Bible that she felt were not real, like walking on water and all that 
kind of stuff. Having a positive experience of religion at Immaculata has certainly influenced her 
religious identity. Most specifically, being a College leader, the school’s music captain, has also 
brought her greater tolerance and an openness to religion, I feel like mainly being a College leader 
and things like that this year have kind of changed the way I react. Like I used to go around the 
school doing whatever the hell I want, but, … since I became a College leader I more like conduct 
myself in a more open way, like I am willing to talk to whomever … whereas before I would have 
been like “I just can’t be bothered dealing with anyone.” So, I think yeah, it changed the way I 
behave … but it hasn’t changed who I am.  
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Adolescents’ Lived Musical Experiences  
Group A: “It reflects how I’m feeling” 
Jasmine tells me how she appreciates older styles of music, an influence from her father’s music 
preferences, and explains how watching musicals brings back memories of being a child: Well, 
since I was little, like my Dad’s always played like the old 80’s and 90’s stuff and so I actually 
enjoy that and I love it and I know, like, lots of the words and so I love listening to those old ones 
because it brings back memories as well and yeah, like, musicals I used to watch when I was little, I 
love looking at them again, it’s like “oh memories,” (laughs). It’s like now if you go to say a party 
and they’re all just playing techno, I really want some of the older music back .... It’s fun, it’s not 
like doof, doof, doof …, she sings in a low mundane tone. 
Nina agreed with Jasmine, reflecting on an old song played at their Year 9 social (disco). The two 
girls enjoyed dancing to the older style of music, but she reminded Jasmine it was to everyone 
else’s distaste, like at our Year 9 social when they played things like “Longshark,” we’re like, 
“Yes!” (laughs) and that was awesome, everybody else hated it though. 
Kate tells me how she enjoyed seeing Phantom of the Opera, and that it had a significant impact on 
her. Phantom of the Opera really surprised me, I don’t like opera I just find it boring – I can never 
understand a word they say (laughs), and then I watched it and I was like “whoa,” I actually 
wanted to cry and I didn’t even know what was going on. Kate clearly recognised how music can 
manipulate the emotions. 
I ask the girls whether they think that the music people listen to reflects their personalities. Nina 
responds first. I suppose if you look at like the stereotype then it would. And it depends on, like, the 
music they listen to when they’re with people and when they’re by themselves can be very different 
…. Like, I, I tend to listen – sometimes I listen to more, like, trendy pop stuff if I’m with people, 
whereas when I’m by myself it’s more, like, dark rock type stuff … it’s not that I’m trying to impress 
them, but you always act differently in a crowd, and you want to come off different to how you are 
sometimes. Here, Nina identifies a clear separation between music in the personal and the public 
sphere. In her public sphere, her social surrounds and her peers significantly influence her music 
listening preferences. 
Kate agrees with Nina, further explaining how she often changes the music when she is in the car 
with her friends to music that may meet with their approval. She also explains how she chooses to 
put the radio on when she is with her friends, as opposed to CDs, because there is less opportunity 
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for her peers to judge her musical preferences. Or if, say, you’re in a car with them and you don’t 
want to listen to your music coz they might not like it or not? And they might judge you or whatever. 
Nina interrupts, yeah like “you picked this CD?” she says laughingly in a high-pitched voice. Kate 
continues, but like “I don’t know these songs, I’m just going to put the radio on.” Kate giggles, 
blushing slightly looking towards the other girls in the group for approval. Fortunately, the other 
girls nod in agreement. Kate then continues speaking in two voices, yeah, it’s like “I love this 
song.” They’re like “Who is this??” They all laugh, and it’s really embarrassing, says Kate. 
I then ask the participants whether the music someone listens to reflects his/her identity and they 
clarify that music rather reflects their emotions and feelings. 
Nina: I think it reflects how I’m feeling at a particular point. 
[J: What do you mean?], I ask. 
Grace: Like, if I’m like in a really good mood, I know this is going to be embarrassing but …  
Kate interrupts, listening to Justin Bieber or something like that. They all laugh and Grace 
continues talking. 
Grace: yeah I’m in a really good mood but if I’m like (in) a bad mood, I might listen to more like, 
not necessarily screamo but like getting really deep and dark type stuff coz it’s like “they know 
what I’m feeling and I’m not going to cry and …” (laughing). 
Here Grace emphasises the way music seems to help her to understand her feelings and to stabilise 
her emotions. 
Carina explains how music also helps to enhance her emotions: Well, I guess if I’ve got like a big 
weekend ahead of me, I’ll just try and put something that will really boost me up …. The other girls 
agree indicating that they often use music to get them excited for events. 
 
Group B: “Music takes you somewhere else” 
In Group B, Chang describes how she listens to all types of music, depending on how she feels, 
where she is, and what she is doing. In particular, for her, classical music clears her mind: Mmm, I 
listen to classical music because it just clears my mind from everything and I can relax .... The 
participants state that they listen to music for many reasons: to avoid boredom, to escape from 
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reality, to relieve the pressures of life, and just for fun. Tasmyn clarifies that it depends on our 
emotional state that we listen to different kinds of music. 
The participants describe artists who have powerful voices, like Adele,19 that make them feel 
strong. They also talk about music having the ability to remind them of positive memories, such as 
from their childhood. Anh describes how music influences her emotionally: I don’t know, 
sometimes you know how you feel sad but you listen to sad music and that just makes you feel 
better, like comforts you because sometimes if I’m angry and I listen to happy music, I’m like “Why 
are they so happy about it” like gosh that’s annoying, like yeah it just comforts me sort of knowing 
that there’s something similar or there’s a song that can express that emotion you’re feeling ... you 
can relate to it but like you can use that song as an expression of your emotions. Anh explains, 
there’s a lot of reasons (why I listen to these styles of music), well some of the music I listen to is 
because it’s calming, some because the lyrics are meaningful, and like a few times when I’m down 
they kind of help me get up, and some of it inspires me to be a better person so like the singers they 
try to put “good” into their music to try and inspire their fans and that kind of works, so they 
inspire me to be a better person and to try and be more positive .... 
The girls in Anh’s group nod in agreement and Hanh says, well mine is similar to Anh’s ... positive 
kind of thinking, so yeah I tend to listen to those as well coz it makes you feel like more happier and 
yeah peaceful and calm. 
Music fulfilled many emotional aspects of the participants’ lives and occupied a key role in them 
coping with the pressures of everyday life, as well as purely for enjoyment. 
 
“Listen to music and it just makes your mood rise up” 
The participants in group B discuss how they listen to music all the time. 
All the time. 
[J: All the time?], I question. 
Every morning on the bus. 
[J: Every morning and night?] 
                                                             
19 Adele Laurie Blue Adkins is an English singer-songwriter in her early 20s, who has a powerful voice and sings a 
combination of Pop, Soul and R&B music styles. 
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Yep, and when I go home as well. 
[J: What about during the day at school?] 
Not really, coz we have to pay attention … 
Diu adds, I listen to it in the morning, lunch time, sometimes when I do homework and before I go 
to bed. 
Intrigued with this constant need for music, I ask the girls why they listen to so much music. 
Hanh: I don’t know, it just kind of blocks you and kind of relaxation kind of thing… you just listen to 
music and it just makes your mood rise up. 
Chang elaborates: Well if I’m really upset I’ll listen to “Saving Grace” by “The Maine” and if I 
wasn’t upset “Love in the Ice” by “TVXQ.” If I’m really happy, I’ll listen to something really 
upbeat like Merodic or …. 
Following on, Tasmyn comments, I think when I’m down I try and listen to more happy things to 
get my mood up and the other beat ones …. 
Hanh states that the way music influences a person is mostly through a subconscious state: I think I 
just subconsciously do it, I’m not aware of my you know, trying to make myself a better person, it’s 
just the message is there, I’m not gonna try and like force myself to do something that’s you know 
against my nature …. Agreeing, Anh replies for the group, it does influence us but not to our 
conscience …. Anh, reflecting on her music listening habits, acknowledges the way music 
influences her, but, at the present time, when choosing music to listen to, she mentions that it is not 
a conscious decision depending on mood, or she is not consciously aware the music is changing her 
mood at that time. 
Diu explains why going to see her favourite band in concert is one of her most memorable 
experiences. It was just really good to see my favourite band up there singing and they were really 
inspiring as well, it wasn’t just about the music, they were trying to deliver a positive message 
through their concert as well, so it wasn’t just all about the music – they were trying to make us 
better people as well. This was a common thread with the girls in this group: stating that positive 
messages in the music were an important part of choosing what music to listen to. 
Anh also explained how music takes her “somewhere else,” music, like, what music is to me? Music 
is I guess it’s like, it takes you somewhere else. It’s kind of like a distraction and it’s like it kind of, I 
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dunno, it creates part of your own world, it kind of filters out everything else. Chang agreed, you 
can use music to like get away from everything, if you have like problems at home or whatever you 
just listen to music and it just relaxes you. For Anh and Chang, music held the possibility of 
entering a new lifeworld. Music was not only a “thing,” but a “place” they could enter into; a place 
that they created that was safe, relaxing, and comforting. 
 
“Songs … find colour in your world” 
In the third individual interview with Anh, she speaks about a profound musical event she has 
experienced since our last meeting. She talks about a new Korean boy band that recently made their 
comeback in Korea: You can tell when they perform that they really have talent and they are really 
under-rated because no one really appreciates it … you can see them (the Korean boy band) 
working their butts off and singing a really profound song … it’s just touching seeing them work 
hard from the bottom up instead of other groups where they just um get popular straight away and 
then they kinda die down ... I like watching them stick to their kinda original concept and trying to 
work their way from the bottom up instead of, just, you know ... instead of caving in to that dancey 
music. She tells me it is an a cappella boys’ group and describes their music as nice, soft, and 
relaxing. 
Another story Anh tells me is about when she and her boyfriend broke up. Music played an 
important role in helping her through the difficult time. Anh felt that the music could understand her 
emotions and emotionally support her: It was like, all the songs I could reflect to, it could be about 
break ups, it could be about family, it could be about kind of grow up and be good and you kinda 
find colour in your world .... I found it interesting that Anh compared music to colour in terms of 
changing one’s emotion. I was trying to cope with change and I didn’t care about school, I didn’t 
care about, I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my future, so I was pretty carefree about 
everything. Then that (music) helped me I guess pick myself up and pull myself together instead of 
me moping about for like months. I ask her what she did immediately after her boyfriend broke up 
with her? I just shut myself in my room for a few nights and just, listening to like every song on my 
playlist. … Then I would try to find the music in my list that would make me feel better .... Anh said 
her friends helped comfort her, but she still turned to music as her primary source of comfort. She 
would research to see if she had missed any new albums from her favourite artists. She explained 
that most teenagers going through a difficult situation would turn to music for help. Like even 
teenagers who don’t consider music a big part of their life, would still turn to music eventually, well 
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that’s what I’ve noticed like everyone turns to music eventually and they’ll end up connecting with a 
song and from what I see that helps them sometimes a lot. Music is just always gonna be there, you 
can leave it, but it will always be there and you can come back to it, it’s just a constant thing that’s 
always going to be there so it’s easier to turn to. 
 
Group C: “It inspires me to be a better person” 
Group C had a combination of musical and non-musical participants in the group. In their spare 
time these participants enjoy listening to music, mainly music on the radio – the top hits and RNB – 
however, they all had their own personal tastes of other styles of music to which they enjoy 
listening. Chi, a softly spoken Asian girl, likes to listen to the older styles of music, as she says it 
helps her when she is stressed. I listen to like the really old music, like Hotel California and stuff 
like that, they’re like really relaxing and like nice, so chilled. 
Nhi likes to listen to unique styles of music, particularly Indie music,20 straying away from the 
mainstream, although she admits to liking different types of mainstream music at times. She 
identifies mainstream music as “not me.” 
Nhi: It’s just I don’t like it I just listen to it and I’m like, “no this isn’t my type of music”.... Nhi 
seemed to subconsciously associate music with identity. 
I ask Nhi whether she also listens to music when she is stressed like the other girls. Interestingly, 
she responds differently: 
If I listen to music when I’m stressed out, I’ll stress out even more. 
[J: What about calming, relaxed music?], I ask. She shakes her head sideways. 
No that just makes me cry. 
This emphasises the power of music to evoke emotion and adolescents’ awareness of music’s 
ability to do so. 
I ask the participants how often they would listen to music. Lisa automatically replies every day and 
states that she does not consciously put music on as a ritual. It just happens, Jennifer adds. 
                                                             
20 Indie rock music is an alternative form of rock, deriving from Grunge music, a heavy metal and punk genre. 
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However, all the participants agree that music can sometimes be off-putting when they study, 
regardless of musical style, and prefer silence for ultimate concentration. 
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Adolescents’ Experiences of Liturgical Music 
 
Group A: “I mean, we’ve got statues of Jesus” 
I ask Group A if it would matter if the school eradicated all the religious aspects. 
Carina immediately responds, It would. 
All of the girls agreed that the religious aspect is an important part of their school and they would 
certainly not choose to eradicate it. 
Nina cheekily adds, Well we’d lose funding (giggles). 
However, this discussion prompted Kate to question the importance of religion at school. 
Kate: If there was still influences of religion, I don’t think it would matter as much like, if you walk 
around the school there’s religion everywhere, I mean, we’ve got statues of Jesus. 
Grace agrees and acknowledges that the school would still have morning prayer, which is 
considered to be a valuable ritual at the school. We still have morning prayer and stuff, and it is 
important to continue religious aspects of the school to make it different to public schools.  
Grace identifies the way religious rituals create the school’s unique identity. 
At the second group interview, I wanted to see if participants’ thoughts had changed since our last 
interview, so I ask the participants the same question again: whether it would matter if we 
eradicated all the traditional Catholic aspects of the school. Interestingly their thoughts had 
changed. Grace responds first. 
Well at a Catholic school you might as well not call ourselves Immaculata Catholic College. That’s 
what parents and students know they’re getting into when they sign up to come to the school. 
Nina: It’s a girls’ Catholic school. And I think religion is a big, well I think it is an important part 
of life whether people think it’s stupid or whatever. 
[J: Whether they’re religious or not?], I ask. 
Nina: Yeah, it is. It’s faith, it gives you something to believe in I suppose. People can see that in all 
ways (of life), you know? 
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There were mixed views among the groups when I asked them to consider whether liturgical music 
at their school was too traditional. Group A initially stated that their school’s religious music was 
traditional and they would rather contemporary secular music. Kate immediately responds, From 
our point of view, I think it would be a lot, like, it would be more beneficial (for the school to have 
contemporary music). You’d get more teenagers coming, because that’s why a lot of, like, the 
younger generations go to like Assemblies of God and stuff like that and Worldview21 Church, 
because there’s always like upbeat and you’re singing and it’s fun and it’s not like so …. 
Nina continues, The songs don’t necessarily have to be like techno, heaps like for like our 
generation but less slow and like you just feel like you’re falling asleep. 
However after further discussion amongst the group, they all agreed that traditional music is 
important because it is unique to their church experience and reminds them they are in a sacred 
space. 
Nina: But I think the teachers, and the people who are very religious, might not appreciate it 
because it’s not very traditional…. Some of the teachers, Father Beekman,22 who is very old 
fashioned and very religious, don’t seem to like it so much because … they’re more traditional. 
The participants seem to have respect for the clergy and the church. With further thought again, the 
girls slightly alter their thinking and acknowledge that some traditional aspects of the Mass are 
good. 
Grace: Maybe, you could maybe keep parts of it, to keep certain people happy I guess? Yeah. 
Jasmine agrees, And you have to have something to fill in the gaps but you couldn’t have it all 
upbeat and happy because then you wouldn’t get into “Shine Jesus Shine” if the rest of it was so 
happy, you wouldn’t get into it as much because it’s the last one .... By the end of the conversation, 
all participants had agreed traditional liturgical music was better than secular music for church as it 
is suited to the Mass and religious experience. This group confirmed this preference when I asked 
them what music they would choose at the next Mass. Carina begins talking about the music at 
communion. 
Carina: Communion is, like, symbolic of taking God into you, so kind of it needs to – I agree, like, 
songs like Adele’s and stuff would be good because they’re like soft and they’ve like got meaning 
                                                             
21 Pseudonym – Worldview Church is known for its contemporary services that particularly attract young people. 
22 Pseudonym. 
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but there has to be some more religious meaning in that as well because that’s a very, like, spiritual 
part of the Mass. Yep. 
Grace: Yeah, well I think like the communion bit you’d have to keep that, but then the rest of it I 
reckon it would be good if there was more upbeat things because [J: religious or non-religious?] 
either, like, just more upbeat because people look like they’re half asleep. 
They discuss that they want songs that are more open to interpretation which suit participants of all 
beliefs, as well as some secular songs that would also be appropriate. Nina identifies traditional 
Catholic music as connected to the Catholic rituals. 
Nina: I don’t think get rid of it because that’s obviously part of going to Church. 
Jasmine adds, Before I came to this school I was at a public primary school and I’m not Catholic 
either so I guess coming here I thought, oh religion’s going to be so annoying having to go to Mass, 
sort of what you said. But when I got there I was like yeah, yeah. It’s actually fun. 
Kate nods and agrees, I guess you’ve still got to have the balance though of the traditional …. 
 
We discuss what type of music we should have at Mass and surprisingly they choose all liturgical 
songs, despite their initial preference for contemporary secular music to this point. One by one they 
call out songs. 
“God is Great” (all giggling). 
“Shine Jesus Shine” (giggles). 
“Joyful, Joyful”. 
Gospel stuff, yeah. 
The participants agree that drums would not be appropriate for Masses and liturgies. 
Jasmine: I think drums is a bit much. Kate agrees, Not drums. 
Grace: Acoustic guitar can be ok, but an electric guitar if you’re like wailing on it, it’s a bit much 
for Church, yeah. 
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The ways in which the participants acknowledge appropriate forms of songs and instruments, 
demonstrates their wider appreciation and respect for the church as a sacred space. Their choice of 
music still reflects religious and spiritual songs and instruments appropriate for the worship of God 
and the sacred nature of Church. 
 
“Music kind of gives the way of connecting with things” 
I ask the participants in Group A whether music can influence their beliefs or values in life, and the 
girls automatically reflect on their experiences of music in Mass, particularly with a song they like 
called “Shine Jesus Shine,” technically a Christian, rather than Catholic, hymn. They discuss how 
all the girls in the school enjoy and sing that song complete with the hand actions and that they 
enjoy it regardless of whether or not they are religious, or to which tradition they belong. 
Kate: I think music kind of gives the way of connecting with things, so even in church, like, everyone 
at school would just be so bored if it was talk, talk, talk, talk and the fact that we’ve got music in 
between kind of gives them a break and it makes it more relatable. They identified the way music 
was often more engaging, than speaking at Masses. 
Carina: Yeah like even the other girls, who don’t have like religious beliefs, they still sing the song 
because you feel that you’re a community when you’re all singing it. 
The participants clearly saw the song “Shine Jesus Shine” as a way of coming together as a 
community. 
 
The participants identified that singing and participating in liturgical songs does not necessarily 
make the students Catholic, but rather creates a sense of community. Grace: We only know the 
chorus (all laughing) and mumble through the rest of it. But half the people who sing it, like I can 
guarantee the majority of them wouldn’t believe in Jesus but um, because of the – it’s very upbeat 
and it’s happy, people want to sing along to it. The song not only brought a sense of community, 
but brought feelings of happiness. 
Jasmine comments that the music itself does not make individuals change their beliefs, rather it may 
widen their perspective on life, values, and religion. It can give you other views on your religion 
but, yeah, I doubt it could actually make you go “oh, that’s a good song Adele, I’m going to become 
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a Hindu” (all laughing), you wouldn’t completely alter your life, you might just look at things 
slightly differently. 
Kate aggressively states that the school has not helped her religious identity, despite her initial 
comment at the start of the interview that she is now more open to religion than she was prior to 
high school. I don’t think it helped – I wasn’t very religious before I came to this school, but then I 
came here and they started talking about all these amazing things like God walking on water and I 
was like “What the hell, no one can do that” or Jesus or whoever (girls laughing)  
[J: You can’t relate to it?], I ask. 
Yeah I just, I just listen to the stories and think that’s crap – no one does that. 
Kate goes on to say how learning more about her peers and their religious beliefs has encouraged 
her to be more open-minded to religion, more so than the religious teachings themselves. 
For Grace, the school has helped her religious identity through imparting Christian values and 
helping her to recognise what is important in life. We’re very dominion minded and we always go 
out and we volunteer for things. We do things as a school community and we help out our 
community’s old  – I guess that really shows – I think the school’s values as well. 
 
Carina discusses how the prayers are one of the unique differences between Catholic and public 
primary schools. Kate elaborates, Like the prayers or even going to the church Masses and 
everybody would know when to stand and when to kneel [mmm yep], we’d just listen and like, 
before I actually came I was like “oh my gosh” this liturgy’s going to be so bad that’s the only 
thing I’m going to dislike, but I actually don’t mind it – it’s not so bad as what I expected? 
Considering Kate’s non-religious background, the thought of participating in Catholic rituals 
seemed to bring assumptions and a negative connotation as to what these rituals would be like. But 
to her surprise, she acknowledges that it is “not so bad” after all. In this group, the participants 
agree that it is important not only to maintain tradition, but also to teach students about the 
importance of tradition. 
Kate: Like I said before I came from a public primary school, I had no religious background at all 
and I don’t know, I’ve like become more spiritual with being here and learning the Catholic ways – 
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not necessarily picking up those Catholic ways but becoming more spiritual in my mind. Kate feels 
that learning and participating in Catholic rituals has made her more spiritual and open to religion. 
Jasmine: I think it helps by teaching it to younger students for them to make up their own mind 
about what they want to believe in instead of just saying well you have to do this, you know maybe 
…. 
Nina:  You can’t push them, that’s a part of like the Catholic, like it’s just you know…. This 
acknowledges the importance of educating students but also allowing them choice, and providing a 
broad framework for religious observance. 
 
“Religion, it isn’t necessarily what everybody thinks it is” 
I ask the participants in Group A to tell me what it means to be Catholic. In an individual interview 
with Kate, she shares some ideas about the ways in which the school’s Catholic traditions have had 
an impact on her. I think a lot of like when we do things for charities and stuff like that, I think that 
has a big impact because you get the students actually realise how bad it can be for some people 
and then learn to appreciate…. She states although she is still not religious, she is certainly more 
spiritual, empathetic to other religions, and supports many aspects of the Catholic faith. I guess 
coming here’s made it grow more. I think sometimes you can be religious without being religious. I 
question what she means? Yeah, I think you can still live by religious morals and having that 
empathy for people and like helping people and stuff like that without actually saying well I was 
baptised a Catholic or I was baptised Anglican or whatever. You can still have that like still have 
morals and stuff without having that religious title. 
I ask the participants what defines someone as Catholic? 
Grace: Well I don’t think they’re necessarily any different from us, like I don’t think they’re like 
“oh, I’m going to go to church every Sunday and I have to pray before bed,” I think it’s just more 
they have that extra belief. 
This was a common view amongst the girls – that having a Catholic identity is simply having a 
belief in the Catholic values. 
Carina: Yeah it’s not like how the movies stereo-type them like they’re some Jesus freak who reads 
the Bible all the time – like, I’m Catholic but a lot of the time people are like “oh I didn’t realise 
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you were as, like, religious as you are,” … it’s not like when I’m around “ooh yes, praise Jesus” all 
the time (all giggle), I am a normal teenager in whatever sense of the word, but at the same time I 
have the belief that there is a God. 
The participants agree that being Catholic simply means identifying as Catholic. 
Nina: It’s not necessarily like going “oh yeah I’m Catholic,” so it’s like having a belief behind – 
yeah like, you know it people don’t necessarily have to know it, but you know deep inside that you 
believe in God and there is someone looking over you. 
 
Kate acknowledges the symbol of the cross as a sign of Christianity. I guess one of the symbols of 
Catholicism and Christianity is like the cross. 
Grace quickly responds, I have a cross around my neck – I’m not religious at all. I can’t remember 
what it stands for – faith? (she giggles a little in embarrassment). So I ask why she wears it. Mum 
gave it to me – I got this for my christening and I don’t know, I’ve just worn it like always pretty 
much. 
Nina continues on this point, saying that religious symbols do not necessarily define one’s religious 
beliefs. But honestly, we have a lot of people around here, like I’m Anglican, but I don’t believe in 
God. 
Kate summarises our conversation, Well, I guess like religion, it isn’t necessarily what everybody 
thinks it is. Like religion is just a belief, like, if you believe in something that’s not necessarily to do 
with – like, I guess, yeah a lot of the music – how do I say it, um, yeah, it’s different people believe 
in different things so I guess it reflects on different people at different times of their life and stuff? 
The participants agree with Kate that what defines someone as Catholic is very personal and 
unique; with no unified definition of Catholicism. Our conversation seems to encourage the 
participants to consider different ways of thinking about Catholicism; that one cannot assume one’s 
religious identity.  
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Group B: “Sacred music, a time of peace” 
I discuss with group B about the religious music at their school and Hanh and Chang, who attended 
the same Catholic primary school, describe how they preferred the religious music from their 
primary school. 
Hanh: I prefer the music from my primary school. 
[J: You prefer the music? What was different then?], I ask. 
It’s like, I dunno, as we matured, like when we were young it was really happy kind of “I love God” 
kind of music and then like as we got older like Year 7 we started listening to like actual church 
music and like, I don’t know. 
[J: The change from Christian songs to hymns do you think?] 
Yeah it’s like, I don’t know it’s a lot more kind of quiet kind of thing, it’s not all happy happy. 
[J: So it’s more reflective?] 
Yeah it’s more reflective. I think church back then, Mass in primary school was I think it was a lot 
more, I don’t know, a lot more solemn. 
Chang agreed. I think (music in) primary school was really, really devoted so it’s different. 
Interestingly though, when I asked them what should be changed particularly in relation to the 
liturgical music at their school now, they said, Nothing. 
Hanh: I like it, I like the way they set it up and stuff. 
Jennifer: I want more songs. 
I ask what sacred music means to them. 
Lisa: A time of peace in sacred music, a time of peace. 
Chang: I think it’s music like kind of reflects what your religion is altogether. 
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“I’ll always have faith in music – Anh’s perspective” 
Anh likes the traditional elements of the school’s sacred music, I think it’s traditions and I like 
tradition you know, it’s good to keep something constant. You know, if it keeps changing then that 
might be a bit disruptive. 
I ask her to elaborate on what she means about it being disruptive, Oh not to the Mass but I guess 
it’s just easier to keep the tradition because if it’s constantly changing people will have to 
constantly try and keep up with it and tradition might be lost if you just keep trying to modernise the 
songs I guess? 
[J: So you’re saying that Mass would feel different if we had like more upbeat contemporary 
stuff?], I ask. 
Yeah, she affirms. 
Anh talks to me about her confusion with her own religious identity. Surprisingly, she says that she 
relies on music to support her faith. 
Yeah I’m still confused, I just depend on music like that is – I’ve got my faith in that ... and states 
that being open-minded is the best way to be. On describing having faith in her music, she states, 
it’s just there like it’s a constant thing that’s always gonna be there … (it’s) helped me through my 
hard times, so I’m just gonna keep depending on them (the songs) to get me through and hope that 
you know that I’ll always have faith in music…. 
She describes how music comforts her, how many songs have lyrics that encourage her to be strong 
and resilient, and other songs which inspire her to live her life positively. 
Anh describes the religious identity of teenagers today as more spiritual than religious. She has 
friends who are very passionate and strong in their faith, but others who do not identify as religious. 
Like I’ve got a few friends that are very, very religious and like they’re able to tie everything with 
God …. Whereas those who consider themselves spiritual, they don’t really limit it to like one sort 
of religion or one sort of God. In this world yeah there’s not a very high number of religious or 
spiritual people/teenagers. Anh tries to explain to me why this is: I think it’s just the lifestyle that 
we have now, coz everything is so busy and jam-packed. Like I don’t know I think everything’s so 
busy and sometimes you just forget to sit down for a bit … it feels like some of my friends they just 
go to Church with their parents for the sake of going to Church, like you could say they act 
Christian or Catholic, but they just go for the sake of it they’re not really connecting to the religion 
 Religious Music in Everyday Life    109 
 
in any way at all so they’re just not really liking it, they find it tedious. Aiming to clarify her 
perspective of spirituality, she explains, I guess it’d be connecting more with yourself than with like 
sort of a higher being than yourself and, like accepting yourself, trying to make yourself a better 
person and like all the good karma and all that kind of stuff I think. 
Following on, I ask Anh why we have Catholic schools. She ponders with a frown on her face in 
uncertainty. Well, I’ve never thought of that actually. I don’t know, they don’t have like Buddhist 
schools or like … I don’t know. (Pause – she thinks.) No idea. I’ve never thought about that. So I 
ask her to think about how a Catholic school might differ from a public school apart from the 
religious traditions of the school. It seems like yeah, they encourage getting along … there’s just a 
lot of more community stuff, like you know how we do a lot of fundraisers and that brings everyone 
together and we have like little projects and goals to donate money and everything … that sort of 
encourages us to be better people and it exposes us to I’d say problems in the world and it makes us 
want to help them and there’s a lot of like little school events like all the music showcases and all 
the art showcases and everything. Like other schools don’t have, they wouldn’t have musicals or 
they’d have like one sort of concert but it’d only be the kids that were involved with the music like I 
don’t do music, but if I went for the musical here I could probably partake somehow …. 
In an individual interview, I ask Anh to describe what it means to be Catholic. Ok, well believing in 
God I guess and Jesus and I think people identify themselves with a cross as well and I’d say going 
to church because, yeah, going to church or at some point have gone to church regularly – what 
else is there? Interestingly, Anh identifies Catholicism with a cross and regular church attendance 
and although she is Buddhist and does not wear a cross around her neck, she has a strong perception 
of the girls that do, identifying them as Catholic. 
 
“It makes us more … united” 
Group B describe the importance of traditional music in any type of religious community, as it 
brings a sense of connectedness. 
Tasmyn: I think the school is pretty important coz when we have Masses we sing like the “Shine 
Jesus Shine” the one that we always (sing). Diu explains how the song “Shine Jesus Shine” 
signifies Immaculata and reminds them that all the girls have something in common. 
Diu: It signifies Immaculata Catholic College as a community coz we learnt that like at Year 8 and 
it’s carried around with us to Year 12, and it makes us more like together and just more united. 
 Religious Music in Everyday Life    110 
 
[J: So that particular hymn, you identify yourself as being an Immaculata girl?], I ask. 
Diu: Yeah coz everyone engages in the song and the action of the song. 
Diu’s comment indicates the way the girls associate their collective identity with their school’s 
favourite religious song. 
Anh provides a personal example: It wasn’t until Year 9 that it kind of hit me that this was an 
Immaculata song and it actually felt like I belonged somewhere ... yeah it just made me feel like I 
belonged. This was a powerful music experience for Anh, and is memorable for her. She says, every 
time that song comes on it just feels nice, ‘cos not everyone talks to each other, well we’re all 
friends but, you don’t always get to catch up with someone and sometimes it feels a bit, like you’re 
isolated from some people and when you sing that song it just feels like everyone’s just come 
together, as like a whole community, and you feel like you belong somewhere ... in like one 
particular clique. 
The liturgical music gave the girls a sense of community, acceptance and belonging. When I asked 
them if they would like to hear other modern hymns or contemporary songs in the Masses, the 
participants disagree and say that they like the traditional songs. The participants seemed to have a 
special connection to the songs and the tradition of the school. 
Hanh states she prefers the traditional religious music at her school to contemporary options. She 
identifies the song as a core part of their school’s traditions, because it’s what Immaculata Catholic 
College do. We don’t want (contemporary music), we just want to keep it the same so other girls 
can also experience what we feel.  
Tasmyn: So in the future we can say oh we were part of that special …. 
Chang interrupts with a burst of excitement, Yeah, that’s what defines us as Immaculata girls. The 
community feel of the school was an important aspect for the participants. 
 
The girls in Group B describe tradition as important and state that they would be upset if they lost 
the musical tradition in their school. Chang explains, using their school’s favourite hymn, “Shine 
Jesus Shine,” as an example. 
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Chang: I mean like the “Shine Jesus Shine” thing isn’t like, it’s not like just music to us as in like 
just music but like it sort of brings us together. So like it doesn’t have a religious meaning to us but 
then we understand that it’s because of this that we’re like this, sort of thing? 
Diu agreed: That’s sort of like the Immaculata song so that gets everyone together so it’s like a little 
community thing where we all join in together, so that’s nice. 
I ask Anh in an individual interview what it means for the girls when they are all singing that song 
together. I think it’s a bit of everything, you know, you get to praise God and Jesus but you get to do 
it in a really fun way, you get to join in with the whole community and everyone can be as one and 
you know? The song is a way for students to fulfil their identity needs though both a sense of 
belonging and faith. 
In an individual interview, Anh tells me that attending Mass makes her feel more connected 
spiritually and she tries hard to stay focused and learn from the Mass. I try to understand what the 
message of the Mass is rather than just sitting there and complaining it’s too boring ... I try to piece 
things together to try and see what they’re trying to say and what the songs are and why the songs 
are put there and everything and just reflect on that. She says that her feelings during Mass are 
fairly neutral but when the choir sings, it feels kind of powerful and you feel like you belong, well I 
feel like I belong, and it sort of feels weird but you sort of feel blessed for this opportunity to 
connect the whole entire school, like, even though it’s not my religion, but I get the opportunity to 
do that, and like when I receive my blessing that’s kind of nice as well. It feels kind of like they are 
accepting you even though you’re not part of the religion, so you feel like you do belong. She says 
that after Mass she also feels more reflective and keeps in mind the message of the Mass. It affects 
her throughout that day and sometimes, even days later. 
Anh also says that it is important for students to learn about other religions. I think it’s just well you 
can expose other students to other you know new worlds that they probably never even heard of 
because some things are like I didn’t even know about the Muslim religion until I got here, I didn’t 
know anything about it so you know you open students’ eyes and if they like it they do and if they 
don’t, they don’t but I think it’s good to have variety. Anh even states that this could be a tactic for 
strengthening one’s Catholic identity: I think it could, yeah coz like for example I have a belief but I 
don’t agree with you like, I think it would just make you more passionate about what you believe 
in? Or if you could have the same agreement you’d be like oh yeah, I think. 
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Group C: “Imagine communion without music…” 
I ask group C to describe teenagers’ religiosity and spiritualty today. 
Non-existent, Nhi bluntly responds. She elaborates further, however, stating that she is more 
spiritual than Catholic, despite having grown up around the Catholic faith. However she states that 
the Catholic faith has helped her with important morals, ethics, and being a good person, thus she 
considers it important to continue teaching teenagers about Catholicism. 
Nhi: Well I’m Catholic and grew up in a Catholic family, went to a Catholic Primary School and a 
Catholic High School and I don’t know, it’s just – I wouldn’t say that I’m overly religious where 
everything I do is like for God but – I am a very spiritual person and I think because I’ve, you know, 
like the Catholic faith has been part of my life that’s the reason. It’s hard to explain. It’s like taught 
you morals and ethics which nowadays comes more in a spirituality than it does religion. And in my 
sense, you’ve got a big part of if I do something wrong I always think oh no, God’s going to punish 
me and stuff like that so it does have a big effect on my life. 
 
I was interested to discover the reasons why many students tend not to sing at Mass, as I noticed in 
my observation visits. The participants stated that just because a student is not singing, does not 
necessarily mean that they are not engaged with the Mass. 
Chi: Yeah, they (students) could be sitting there reflecting or they could be zoning out – there’s no 
way to tell without asking. 
Lisa: I sing along when there’s like a song that I like and I don’t sing the whole song with them 
though, I just sing like a few lines. Chi adds, All around me no-one’s singing, so it’s awkward if I 
sing. 
Jennifer: Yeah, basically everyone sings at my church except the younger people but I sing if I feel 
like it. 
The participants also mention how some of the songs are a bit too high for them to sing. I ask the 
girls if they like listening and singing to liturgical music. 
Chi: I wouldn’t listen to it like randomly but when I hear it at church I like it kind of thing. 
I ask the participants why we have liturgical music. 
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Lisa: To brighten the atmosphere …. 
Jennifer: The music that we have like it reflects on the first reading and then after that the second 
reading.... They admit that they prefer music in Mass to having silence. Chi turns to the others and 
says, Like imagine communion without music …. 
Nhi: Yeah like silence while people are walking up …. 
The participants laugh at the absurd idea. I ask whether liturgical music is fulfilling the students’ 
needs at Immaculata Catholic College. 
Lisa: I think it does you know even like when we have that Mass where everyone goes to even the 
non-Catholic girls can join in with the songs you know they’re still doing something in Mass. 
Music was identified as a way for all students, regardless of religious affiliation, to participate and 
share in singing the songs together. 
Interestingly, Jennifer mentions that the school has made her more religious in some ways and less 
religious in others. 
Jennifer: I think in ways I became more religious and less religious. Like in primary school we’d 
have, um, Mass every Friday and we’d have like we’d do that morning prayer and stuff and all that 
and we’d have like liturgies all the time like now and then and like when we came here it was like a 
big shock because it was like, we’d go to Church like once a term and I was like “oh wow that’s 
really different,” like, I didn’t go as much but at the same time, it’s not necessarily through religion 
but then also like meeting people and hearing how/what they believe. It kind of like, grew my sense 
of what I thought God was and how I thought he’d done for us type thing? 
Jennifer attached going to church every week as a strengthening factor in her Catholic identity. At 
Immaculata Catholic College, Mass is only held once every term and she feels that has not 
strengthened her faith. However she admits that learning about her peers and their religious views 
has also brought her closer to God, has made her question her peers’ religious identities, and has 
helped to her to gain an understanding of how God supports her. 
Liturgical music helped Lisa to become more reflective of the message of the Mass and her 
relationship with God. 
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Lisa: It’s like reflective … like it gives you a chance to sort of like think back, like, especially if it’s 
after the priest has been talking … it gives you a chance to like think about what he said and how it 
kind of relates to you? Like, that’s personally how it is for me, but I guess it’s not for everyone. 
The group identifies situations in which secular music has been used inappropriately at Catholic 
events. 
Nhi: At retreat this year we went into prayer and two girls started singing “Marry You” by Bruno 
Mars (secular song) and I was so confused (girls laughing). 
Chi strongly agreed, Yeah totally unrelated …. 
Nhi continued, And when they finished and then I was like, “What just happened?,” like how is that 
relatable to religion at all? 
Jennifer explains that she prefers traditional Catholic music at religious events. I would rather stick 
with what we have. 
[J: Why?], I ask. 
Jennifer: Ah, coz it seems more, mmm, spiritual. 
It appeared that the girls value the importance of tradition in a religious setting and have 
expectations about the sacred nature of liturgies, possibly influenced by their Catholic and Christian 
upbringings. 
 
When I ask the group to define what it means to be Catholic, they all seem to struggle to answer the 
question. This is surprising because three of them are practicing Catholics. They start to brainstorm 
the topic, suggesting that it is about participating in the Catholic rituals, just saying you believe in it, 
maybe being baptised, or attending church. Chi confidently responds, It’s about going to church 
every week and, if you don’t go to church like at all like how would you know the Bible I mean how 
would you, know all the rituals? 
Lisa: I don’t think you need to go to church to be a Catholic because you can pray at home, you 
know you can make your own little sacred area at home. 
With no general consensus the conversation alters slightly, as the participants declare that they want 
to go to church regardless and talk about how they would feel guilty if they did not go. 
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Chi: Yeah, you just feel bad …. They admit that being Catholic now, though, is different from in the 
past for the general community. 
Jennifer: Um, kids are growing up differently these days, it’s just they’re – you know my parents are 
so, so Catholic whereas I’m just, you know, go to church weekly and just do my thing. 
Nhi says that the church is still quite traditional, giving the example of bowing at the altar, and 
admits that she likes the tradition, as she feels that it demonstrates respect. The girls say that some 
of the songs are similar to the school Mass songs, which creates familiarity and thus enjoyment. 
Conclusion 
Immaculata Catholic College’s unique and diverse religious culture brings a sense of community, 
acceptance, and religious tolerance. The students’ musical identities are vast, reflecting the diverse 
nationalities of the College, largely influenced by family culture and religion. The students’ 
religious and musical identities shape their lived experience of liturgical music within their school, 
and they draw their own meanings and relationship from the liturgical music. The students perceive 
liturgical music to be a positive influence upon their identities, whether these be religious or other 
aspects of their identity work. In particular, liturgical music brings a sense of belonging, 
community, and collective identity, which the participants identify as being a valued part of their 
schooling experience. Being part of the school’s Catholic community, and acknowledging the wide 
religious beliefs within the school, fosters religious tolerance and acceptance. Many students 
identify these aspects of their schooling as strengthening their religious identity. 
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Chapter Five: Case Study Two 
“It’s like a big army ... everyone’s together” – Jimmy 
Westcourt Catholic College 
“Being an instrument of the Church”23 
School Context 
Westcourt Catholic College is an all-boys Reception to Year 12 Edmund Rice School. Edmund 
Rice Education Australia (2012) defines the identity of schools in the Edmund Rice Tradition as 
being an instrument of the church, motivated by evangelisation.24 Established by the Christian 
Brothers,25 the school aims to nurture students, celebrate their faith, and support social justice and 
equality. The school features a boarding house for students of all ages, as well as day schooling, 
which is more common. The school is situated in a mid- to high-socio-economic status suburban 
area, and has enrolments of just over 1000 boys, with 4% indigenous students and 17% students 
who have a language background other than English.26 The school has a large proportion of students 
of Italian ancestry, which reflects the location of the school; the city council area has Italian as its 
largest ancestry (A.B.S., 2011). The school offers Italian as a subject, and offers an annual trip to 
Italy, during which the boys can further develop their knowledge of Italian.26 The College is known 
for its solid academic achievement, as well as achievements in sport and music.26 The school has its 
own priest and parish on campus, and the boys attend compulsory weekly chapel. The boys who 
live in the boarding house also attend compulsory Mass on weekends, and Mass services are also 
available on the weekends for general the community. 
Westcourt Catholic College’s Religious Culture 
Westcourt Catholic College has a strong Catholic identity, primarily due to its alliance with the 
Edmund Rice Tradition. This tradition was established by the Christian Brothers, and reflects the 
school’s mission of nurturing students in their faith, incorporating faith in all aspects of schooling, 
and, in common with Catholicism in general, has a strong social justice focus. Around the school 
there are many statues of religious saints, clearly identifying the school as Catholic. 
                                                             
23 Edmund Rice Education Australia. 
24 Evangelisation means proclaiming Christ and His Gospel. 
25 An order within the Catholic Church, founded by Blessed Edmund Rice. 
26 Information from the school. 
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Westcourt Catholic College has a strong compulsory religious education program. When talking to 
the students, it was very clear that they were highly knowledgeable about the Edmund Rice 
Tradition and the Christian Brothers, and they could clearly articulate to me how these aspects are 
evident in their school community, and the ways in which they try to encompass this in all aspects 
of their lives. In their senior years, the students participate in outreach programs to help the local 
community, and many take the opportunity to attend an overseas pilgrimage trip, in order to support 
less developed countries. Every year, the school participates in fundraisers for local charities, and 
social justice is heavily embedded into the culture of the school. 
The boarding house also maintains the school’s strong Catholic identity, with regular prayers before 
meals and compulsory attendance at the Mass held at the school parish on weekends. Many of the 
boarding house boys are active members at the boarding house Masses as well. 
The boys attend chapel every week, which is a short morning liturgy service held in the school 
chapel. The boys attend chapel on certain days of the week, depending on which morning class they 
attend. The chapel looks rather old, and is small and narrow, yet comfortably fits around 150 
students. The students also attend regular Masses for the entire school, typically once a term. These 
Masses are held in the school gymnasium, which seats the entire school population. 
Westcourt Catholic College’s Music Culture 
Westcourt Catholic College has a significant music program, which is very popular with the boys. 
The school has stage bands, concert bands, vocal groups, and various other ensembles, many of 
which participate in inter-school and community competitions. Within the school, there are many 
music performance opportunities, ranging from music concerts, battles of the bands at lunchtimes, 
music camps, and school music tours. Jazz is a prominent part of the program, and one student told 
me how Jazz is a “really fun” genre of music to play. Musicians that accompany the school’s 
liturgies change depending on the religious occasion. For smaller occasions, a soloist or a small 
combination of students will play and sing, however for the larger whole-of-school Masses, the 
junior choir, a stage band, and a senior vocalist will lead the worship. The new recording studio is 
also a popular feature of the music program, and its availability has expanded the musical 
opportunities for students interested in music technology, particular at the Year 12 level. The school 
fosters the music program from the early years, with programs to learn particular instruments 
starting as early as Year 3 (students aged approximately 8 years). The music faculty is quite large, 
with approximately five classroom music teachers and numerous instrumental teachers. The school 
is well known for its performance program, with many students receiving outstanding Year 12 
results for performance, and many continuing on to study music at university level. The music 
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students seem to have a unique identity. They view the music centre as a space in which to relax 
and play music with friends, and to achieve and share a common goal with other musicians. They 
also see it as a casual and somewhat safe place. 
 
Introducing the Participants 
Table 9 School Two Participants 
 School Two: Westcourt Catholic College 
Group A: Music 3 boys (Gareth, Jimmy, Max) 
Individual A1 Gareth 
Individual A2 Jimmy 
Group B: Non-Music 6 boys (Stefano, Adrian, Simon, Peter, Francis, Jono) 
Individual B1 Stefano 
Individual B2: Adrian 
Group C: Mixed 4 boys (Ash, Michael, Adam, Rory) 
Individual C1 Ash 
Individual C2: Michael 
 
As I wait in the meeting room for the Group A participants to arrive, I admire the beauty of the old 
building and architecture of the room. Looking at my watch with concern as to the passing of time, 
two boys finally arrive. Gareth has messy hair, and shirt hanging to one side. He slumps down into 
the chair, “I’m Gareth,” he mumbles. Jimmy sits next to him with a grin on his face, “My name’s 
Jimmy.” Jimmy explains that Max is coming, but will be late, due to a music lesson. He is unsure 
which other boys are expected. Gareth is a not-so-talkative boy and has a very negative view of the 
religious aspects of the school. Jimmy is more talkative and smiley in nature, and more than happy 
to cooperate. Max arrives late and is a very talkative and confident student, who seems to be good 
“mates” with the other two boys. Max apologises for being late and mentions how he is very busy, 
being involved in so many music ensembles. 
Group B consists of six boys, the largest of the groups. We meet in the library meeting room, a 
spacious room overlooking the rest of the campus. The boys are a mix of Italian and Western 
ethnicities, with John having a strong Italian accent. The boys are all very polite and courteous, and 
I admire their good manners. Following my introduction to the study, many boys volunteer to be 
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involved in individual interviews, and they decide amongst themselves that John and Adrian will be 
the individual interviewees. I am grateful for their enthusiasm. In the group interview, the 
participants are very talkative and polite, taking turns to answer my questions. Peter is the only 
school boarder amongst the group. 
Group C consists of four boys: Ash, Michael, Adam, and Rory. This group is unique as two of the 
four boys – Ash and Michael – are boarders at the school. Ash’s family live about a 7-hour drive 
away, and Michael’s family live interstate, so the boys live on campus in their school’s boarding 
house. They admit that they very much enjoy being boarders, saying they have many friends whom 
they consider to be like brothers. Ash and Michael rarely see their families; usually only five or six 
times a year. Ash and Michael graciously volunteer to be the individual interviewees, as they spend 
more time at the college than Adam and Rory. 
 
Religious Identities of the Participants 
I learn that the school mainly consists of practising Catholics, non-practising Catholics, and those 
who consider themselves as not religious at all, or atheist. It is particularly common amongst the 
Italian boys to come from Catholic families with strong Catholic faith. Many of the boys wear a 
crucifix around their necks, which is symbolic of their Catholic identity. I was fortunate to 
interview both practicing and non-practising Catholics, as well as those who consider themselves as 
non-religious: agnostic or atheist. 
Group A: “It was just like a massive shock” 
Gareth went to a local public primary school and tells me about his initial difficulty in adjusting to 
Catholic school life. 
Um, I wasn’t really a fan of it (private schooling). It was just like a massive shock coming into Year 
8. 
[J: Is that because of the Catholic side of things?], I ask. 
Yeah, he nods. 
I ask Gareth to tell me about his religious beliefs, and he responds in a negative tone. 
I am Catholic but I don’t practice it at all – I don’t believe in it and I didn’t really have a choice. 
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I aim to clarify his comments, as I am a little confused about him identifying as Catholic but stating 
he is not religious. “Ok so you just grew up Catholic and …?” 
Yeah and my parents had me baptised when I was a baby so there was not much I could do about 
that. 
Gareth articulates his religious identity as being an atheist27 even though he tells people he is 
Catholic, since he was baptized Catholic and attends a Catholic school. 
Jimmy attended a local Catholic primary school, so found the transition to a Catholic high school 
reasonably smooth. Jimmy states how he is a bit agnostic28 and only goes to church at school 
because he is required to do so by school regulations. He explains how he would never join in it 
because I don’t believe in it … just be bored. Jimmy does not believe in God or religion and finds it 
boring, but he does participate in the school’s religious practices, because of expectation and respect 
for school rules. He explains how his family is Catholic, and that he was baptized a Catholic, but 
that no-one in his family attends church, or actively participates in a Catholic community. Gareth 
has a similar view to Jimmy, but is slightly more negative about participating in religion at school, 
and sheepishly admits that he sometimes skips religious activities at school. 
Max, however, identifies more strongly as Catholic, but admits he doesn’t really follow the Catholic 
faith very closely. 
Ah yeah, I’m in the same boat I guess [as these guys] yep, I’m Catholic – I do go to Church every 
Christmas Eve, it’s the only time of year I go to Church, I’ve kind of like skipped it the last couple 
of years. 
[J: Is that because your parents go and you feel you should go?], I ask. 
Yeah, no my parents – my um Mum’s Catholic, I don’t think my Dad has even been to Church, ah 
and Mum tries and drags – like I guess my, my, my Mum’s Mum, so my Grandmother is um, she 
goes to Church every Sunday and so does her Father, so Mum, like we’re not really like major 
Catholics or anything like that I guess – I don’t know where I am with it really. 
 
                                                             
27 Atheism is the denial of existence of God(s) and atheists are typically against religion. 
28 An agnostic is defined by the Oxford Dictionary online as “a person who believes that nothing is known or can be 
known of the existence or nature of God” (2012, n.p.). 
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Group B: “I’m Catholic by name” 
Stefan, an Italian boy, tells me that his family are very strong Catholics and that they attend their 
local parish every week. He tells me that there are many Italians at the school, and most of them are 
practising Catholics, with a strong Catholic family identity like him. Um I’ve been at Catholic 
school for 13 years. I went to St Peters Primary, so I came here in year 8. 
Adrian also attended a local Catholic primary school. 
Ah, yeah I been my whole life I been at Catholic school, before this I was at St Cecilia’s and then I 
came here in Year 8 so for schooling. His Mum is Catholic, which influenced his schooling options. 
Oh, I’m Catholic by name, but admits he doesn’t really follow any specific Catholic beliefs. He 
admits that in religion classes, I don’t really pay much attention …. I’m not against it – I’m not for 
it, I just go along with it because I’m at a good school …. I go to religion most of the time, a couple 
of times I’ll skip it. 
Simon has spent most of his schooling at Westcourt: Um, for my whole time here, which has been 
since year 2, so 10 years. He identifies as being Catholic, as does his family. 
Peter is a boarder, and attended a public primary school, then a Catholic secondary school in the 
country, before moving to Westcourt for high school. Ah, I was at a Catholic school for 3 years. He 
is Catholic, and attends the Catholic Masses held for school boarders. 
Francis attended a public primary school, and began Westcourt at the commencement of his high 
school years. Um only 5 years (at Westcourt), I went to Moora Primary School – it’s not Catholic. 
He explains that he is not Catholic, but that he uses liturgies to reflect on, ah, your life and that sort 
of thing. 
Jono attended three other schools before settling at Westcourt from late primary school on. Whole 
schooling as well, oh not all here, three other schools. Jono does not consider himself religious, but 
was baptized Catholic, and has deep respect for Catholic values. 
 
Group C: “I’ve always believed in God” 
Ash describes his schooling experiences to me. I was at a Catholic high school back in the country 
…. Ah, Lutheran primary. 
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[J: So how long have you been here at Westcourt?], I ask. 
Ah, just last year and this year. 
[J: So, you’re a boarder?] 
Yep. 
Ash grew up in a rural mining town, about a 7-hour drive from the city where his family still live. 
He has a strong country accent. Ash moved into the boarding house at Westcourt Catholic College 
in Year 11 for his last two years of schooling. Ash states that he is a practising Catholic, attending 
the boarder’s Mass every week. Nonetheless, he states that even if attendance at Mass was not 
compulsory, he would still attend. He comments that he enjoys the time to reflect each week. When 
Ash returns home to his family, he does not attend Mass, as they do not, but he appreciates being 
able to attend again when he gets back to school. 
Michael is also a boarder, originally from the country, and he moved to Westcourt for his last three 
years of schooling. Um, I went to a public school in the country until Year 9 and I came here in 
Year 10. 
He tells me what life was like growing up. 
Well, my parents split when I was about 4–5 and I lived with Mum. I think Mum kind of turned to 
religion a little bit then [J: Okay] to help her through, so – yeah when we were younger I think we’d 
probably go to church every second Sunday – maybe not every Sunday.  
[J: Catholic?], I ask. 
Yeah Catholic, yep and … she was brought up – her parents are very like, sorry – her Mum is 
Catholic and her Dad was Church of England but they went to Catholic church and they used to go 
to church every Sunday, I’m pretty sure, that’s my first memory. But yeah, I used to pray with Mum 
a lot. That’s – she got from her parents, they’re very – pray at home – church is important but for 
them prayer is more [J: Right, yep] kind of, so used to alongside Mum like on a chair or resting on 
a bed or something [J: When you were little and, yeah], yeah, you know, just like you know, 
praying. Mum would say her prayers and then I’d try and say mine and then she enrolled me in a – 
what’s the, you know, you do the sacraments, the reconciliation, confirmation and that. And then 
like when I got that, Mum was like you have to recite like things a little bit. So that was up until I 
was 9 or 10 and kind of after that, I didn’t rebel, I just kind of stepped away from it a bit, especially 
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after primary school. I wouldn’t say I got corrupted, but everything starts to kind of be a little bit 
more …. 
He thinks, struggling for the words. I try and help, “You question everything?” 
Yeah, I don’t know if I really questioned it but I just – the people I was around and I just kind of lost 
interest like I had so much more else going in my life, I thought like well that can wait and then kind 
of …. 
He tells me about his family. 
I’ve always believed in God, but my little brother sort of hasn’t because, um, my Nan and Pa they 
talked to me when I was little about it a lot, but they haven’t with my brother, so he sort of says, he 
doesn’t quite know if there’s anything after death, um, but I don’t know. 
Adam went to a local Catholic primary school. Um, I went to a Catholic primary school. I’ve been 
here since Year 8. He explains how his Mum goes to church most weeks, and he occasionally 
attends church with her. 
Rory originally lived far north of the city, but moved to the city with his family in Year 8 in order to 
attend Westcourt. Um, I went to a Lutheran Primary School … we moved down here in Year 8. 
 
Musical Identities of the Participants 
Group A: “Music … it’s a big part of my life” 
Gareth, Jimmy, and Max are music students and friends. Two other boys are supposed to be at the 
interview, but after waiting a short time, we decide to begin. The boys elaborate on music in their 
lives. Gareth, Jimmy, and Max are all studying music in Year 12. 
Um, I’m Gareth and I’ve grown up around music pretty much, so yeah it’s a big part of my life.  
Gareth’s music choices have definitely been influenced by his study of music and learning the 
saxophone. 
Um, I listen to alternative rock, classic rock, um I listen to classical music occasionally as well, um, 
jazz, blues that sort of thing. 
 Religious Music in Everyday Life    124 
 
Gareth explains that he plays the saxophone, mainly jazz, because that is what his teacher gives 
him. 
Gareth's family listened to only minimal music as he was growing up, and he did not have much 
experience with music in primary school. He did not think music was very important at all, back 
then. It was not until high school that his experiences of music changed his life. When I was 
younger in like primary school, I didn’t really learn much about music and didn’t think it was a big 
part of my life and then came here and did sax and I was like “Wow, love this stuff.” When asked 
why he loves playing the saxophone, he says he does not really know. But when I ask how he feels 
when playing the “sax,” his eyes light up and he quickly answers, um, yeah like team, like good 
[teamwork], get something out of it. For Gareth, not only doe music bring enjoyment, it also brings 
a sense of satisfaction, contribution, and responsibility within a team. 
My name’s Jimmy and music is a big part of my life. Jimmy tells me that he has a part-time job as a 
Disc Jockey (DJ),29 which requires him to research a broad range of musical styles. As a result, 
Jimmy’s job has a particular influence on his musical identity. Jimmy discusses the types of gigs at 
which he DJs, and tells me that he enjoys his work very much. He tells me about the wide range of 
music he listens to. 
Ah more new age, kind of things, techno and computerised, electronic music. 
Can you name an artist or something? Genre? 
 Ah, well drum and bass, dub step, house … old school back water dub set (he clarifies). Yeah, 
different stuff like that. 
Jimmy is a drummer and loves playing rock music. He describes how his family played music on 
the radio and CD player, which he grew to appreciate and love. 
Max tells me what type of music he listens to, acknowledging that it is a reflection on his identity. 
Um, I don’t know, mainly grunge, sort of punk Indie music, I guess kind of rock in general and that 
kind of stuff  
[J: Why do you like that sort of music?], I ask. 
                                                             
29 DJ, Disc Jockey, defined by Oxford Dictionary Online as “a person who introduces and plays recorded popular 
music, especially on radio or at a club” (2012, n.p.). 
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Um, I don’t know, I haven’t really thought about it but I guess it kind of represents who I am, I’m a 
very loud person, I speak my mind (laughs), so I guess, yeah I guess it kind of represents who I 
am…. 
Gareth and Jimmy are studying music technology, which involves them in organising their own 
projects in the school’s recording studio. Gareth adds that his current project involves recording a 
bass player and a drummer. Jimmy says that his project is quite “out there,” something very 
different, with a variety of electronic sounds. He says that it is hard to explain. Max is studying 
performance in Year 12, and plays the piano and saxophone. 
 
Group B: “Some Italian music” 
Stefan, Adrian, Simon, Peter, Francis, and Jono discuss the role of music in their lives and when 
they were growing up. They all acknowledge the significant influence of their families on their 
musical identities. 
Simon: When I was younger, my dad used to be in a band so I’ve sort of followed in his footsteps 
…. Um, I don’t know, I sort of like older music – a lot of like the Australian stuff from the 80s is 
pretty good for um, dance music’s pretty great. 
The participants describe the styles of music they listen to which is very diverse. 
Peter: I like blues dance music, rock music, um, techno’s not bad either, er yeah. U2, um, and 
stuff…. Classics. 
Jono: Probably just all the new stuff that’s all pretty much the same these days, all the techno stuff 
in there – it’s all just everything. 
Adrian: Music helps me sleep sometimes, just to put on at night. I love the Temper Trap,30 like that 
relaxing music, I don’t know, it depends on what mood I am. I also like a bit of um electro dub step 
kind of sound.  
Francis: I’ve played clarinet for 4 years and I’ve played sax for 2 and then played guitar for 2 years 
and then stopped music …. I’m pretty much into a bit of everything, um, not really like dub step or 
really that kind of, sorry (looking at Adrian), (laughs), but no um, stuff that’s out now on the radio 
or a bit of electric house that kind of thing. 
                                                             
30 An Australian Indie-Rock Band. 
 Religious Music in Everyday Life    126 
 
Stefan explains how his Italian heritage influences his musical experiences. Coming from an Italian 
background, the only musical thing we had was the accordion kind of thing, I was kind of learning 
that, kind of stopped a while back. I ask Stefan whether he still listens to Italian music. Um, I don’t 
mind some Italian music, but it’s more like parties and like events that you’re listening to – not in 
our home. I normally listen to like RNB ….  
Francis interrupts Stefan, That’s fair enough (nodding to Stefan), and talks about his musical 
background, um, yes started on the recorder and then we had to choose a woodwind instrument and 
I was away on the day, so then I was stuck with the recorder – no not recorder, clarinet I meant, 
and then played that for 4 years, and then my teacher said I should play the sax and I did because I 
actually like playing clarinet, um, so then I gave that up and then gave up sax because I didn’t like 
it and then played guitar for 2 years and then gave it up. I think I more like the idea of playing 
guitar than I actually liked playing it, um yeah and that’s about it. Although I still want to learn 
piano because I still mess around with it, but to actually learn would be nice. 
I ask this group of boys whether they have had a powerful musical experience in their life. Stefano, 
the Italian boy, speaks first. Probably the biggest one that I was, um, was at my great 
grandmother’s funeral, um, she had – what we did we were all sitting down and um my dad and 
that were all carrying her in, but in front of them they had a bagpipe player and they had him 
walking and they did the walk through until they got up the front, that was pretty good to listen to – 
it was great.  
[J: Powerful?], I ask. 
Yeah definitely. 
 
Group C: “Music is a release” 
The third group of boys includes Adam, Rory, Michael, and Ash. These boys were chosen by their 
teacher to participate in the study as they either attend music classes or have some instrumental 
music experience. I make my way to the conference room in the library, which I have booked for 
the group interview. The boys arrive soon after the bell rings and greet me in a very polite manner. 
They seem to be happy to contribute to the interview. I am eager to gain an understanding about 
who the boys are, as well as an understanding of how this generation of teenage boys incorporates 
music into their lifeworlds. 
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Ash’s parents listen to lots of music and he comments, the first song I can remember listening to 
was “Brown-Eyed Girl.” It’s a kind of awesome song, but like heaps of old stuff …. Ash elaborates, 
saying that he listens to a lot of musicians who play guitar and sing, because he used to play guitar, 
however he admits that he struggles to find time now, due to being so busy with school and living 
in the boarding house. His mother encouraged him to learn the piano when he was in upper primary 
school, but he changed to drums in high school when he was allowed more choice. I ask him why 
he changed instruments and he tells me that he got bored with the piano. When he got to high 
school, one of my mates played drums and I thought it’d be pretty cool. 
Rory grew up in the country where he attended a Lutheran Primary School. He moved closer to the 
city with his family for high school in Year 8, as there were limited secondary schooling options 
where he lived. Rory informs me that he kind of just go(es) along with the flow, the modern sort of 
stuff and listens to a mixture of popular radio stations for his age group, mainly the latest rock and 
pop music. Rory started playing guitar when he was approximately 11 years old, as he was 
introduced to the guitar by one of his uncles. He stopped a few years ago, due to the demands of 
school and sport. Sometimes, he plays the guitar at home to relax, now I find that I sort of use it as a 
release when I get home or when needing a break from study, if I’m – I need a break or something I 
just get the guitar out and just try and learn a few new tunes and that sort of thing. For Rory, 
playing music is clearly a form of release and relaxation. Rory comments that the songs he plays 
create a kind of calm like Craig David and that sort of thing. He adds that he likes to listen to music 
when he does his homework. 
Michael grew up interstate and came to Westcourt Catholic College as a boarder in Year 10. 
Michael explains that his music preferences stem from the people around him when he was growing 
up. When I was back home, it was like the people I hung out with and at sport, those kind of boys 
and they’re more into band music than – when you go out to a party that’s mainstream. Yeah, just 
get introduced to bands and it’s just, you know. Michael says he now likes to listen to I don’t know 
I sort of don’t tend to stick too much to one sort of genre of music and adds that living in the 
boarding house exposes him to lots of styles of music, with the boys listening to each other’s music 
and exchanging music that they like. There’s like heaps of music in the boarding house so, 
whenever you hear something you like you get it and listen to that. When Michael started playing 
sport late in primary school, he was introduced to music that his sports friends liked, particularly 
heavy bands, such as Metallica, who were popular at that time. When he entered senior high school 
at Westcourt Catholic College, Michael started to become interested in Australian music, as he went 
out to see local bands with his new friends. If his friends were going to a concert, he would start 
listening to that music first before going to the concert so that it would be more enjoyable. 
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Adam grew up locally, and attended a Catholic primary school before moving to Westcourt 
Catholic College for the start of high school. He talks about his first memories of listening to music, 
I used to listen to my grandparents old Beatles vinyl records …. He started learning piano when he 
was 11 years old, but did not enjoy it, so stopped by the end of the year. He adds that approximately 
2 years ago, he started teaching himself the electric and bass guitar. He was encouraged by his 
cousin who could play guitar and shares his love of rock music, Up until about 2 years ago, I 
started learning the guitar, um, started this year, started teaching myself bass and now I play bass 
in a band. The band consists of Adam and some of his friends, who play mainly rock music with a 
mixture of both covers and original songs that they write together. 
 
Observation of a School Mass 
The Marian Mass, celebrating the feast of Mary, is an important celebration for the Catholic Church 
and the school. The Mass is celebrated in the school gymnasium, the largest venue on campus. 
From the tranquillity of the schoolyard, I enter the gymnasium where I notice a sudden loud burst of 
chattering amongst the boys. Some students are already seated ready for the Mass, and more groups 
of students are arriving, making the gymnasium very busy. I glance around the venue and sit in the 
back row, near some of the staff members. The space is typical of a gymnasium, with basketball 
hoops at each end, a small upstairs section with weights and exercise equipment, and a stage at the 
far end on the ground level. Seats are placed along each wall forming a square shape for the seating 
of staff and students, with a raised stage placed in the centre of the square for the priest. In the 
centre of the stage, is a large red chair for the priest, a table with a blue tablecloth, and a blue 
candle; blue being the traditional colour for Mary. In front of the chairs, the junior school students 
sit on the floor. On the stage, the junior school choir is seated with their music teacher, next to a 
small band of older boys, maybe middle school students, with trumpets, trombones, and a drum kit, 
with a teacher on bass guitar. 
I look around the room to see what other symbols have been used to convert the gymnasium into a 
sacred space. There are some images of the school houses31 and of Mary, however the images are 
quite minimal. I find the seating in a square shape to be rather unusual and somewhat modern, as 
the priest will have to turn his back on different classes, depending on where they are sitting, while 
                                                             
31 Teams streamed vertically (all year levels) for in-school house competitions. The houses are named after key Catholic 
Saints. 
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the students in front of the choir stage have their backs turned to it. The light in the gymnasium is 
dim, with only spotlights on the centre stage and the choir. 
Before the Mass begins, I hear background music playing, but only notice it soon after I sit down, 
because of the loud noise of the students. It sounds like a recording of acoustic guitar, but it is very 
difficult to hear. Just before 10 a.m., the music changes to sombre lower tones, with bass, piano, and 
guitar, which, although louder than the first piece, are still difficult to hear. 
At 10:05 a.m., the headmaster begins to speak in the centre of the stage, “Okay,” a pause while he 
waits for silence, “welcome everybody.” “Good morning everybody. Can I have some silence 
please?” The headmaster welcomes the students and staff to today’s Mass and discusses how today 
is a celebration of the feast of Mary, otherwise known as the Feast of the Assumption. He discusses 
how the day is a special day that the church asks us to remember. The headmaster asks the students 
to look at their programs as there have been some changes to the wording: “the church has been 
introducing some new language (Headmaster)” for the liturgy based on the translations from Latin. 
He discusses the minor changes, then welcomes visitors, parents, and the Japanese exchange 
students. The headmaster asks the students to enjoy the Mass, and to contribute to the liturgy, the 
responses, and the singing. The headmaster then invites the head prefects to begin the Mass, and he 
discusses the importance of social justice, as well as the focus of the Mass, Our Lady Mary. 
The students are silent and appear to be listening intently. Some boys are crouched over while 
others are looking around, however all appear to be listening. The headmaster then introduces the 
opening hymn. There is a slight murmur and then the band begins to play “Shout to the Lord,” with 
the junior choir singing and one middle school boy leading the singing from the front. This song is 
typically seen as a Christian song, rather than specifically Catholic. The priest enters and proceeds 
to the altar, led by a number of boys carrying a large crucifix. The priest begins, “In the name of the 
Father, Son, and the Holy Spirit,” and the boys cross themselves quite apathetically. The priest 
speaks very slowly in a calming voice, aided by a wireless microphone and speaker system. The 
boys repeat the responses, but in a very soft low voice, which is in stark contrast to the penetrating 
voice of the priest. Throughout the service, the students remain respectfully silent. Some look 
bored, some are staring around the room, some are crouched over, and others are looking up at the 
priest. The priest asks the boys to look at their programs in order to make the penitential rite 
responses. The students stare at the sheet and very softly utter the responses. Then the priest asks 
the boys to say the Gloria (from the program). They say it softly or just stare at their program or 
look around the room. As the priest recites a prayer, nearly all the boys change their posture to 
either bow their heads or crouch right over to look at the floor, with very few looking around the 
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room. Different female teachers come up onto the stage to recite the readings. I assume that this 
gender choice has been made in order to connect with the Marian theme. The priest asks the boys to 
listen and understand even if it may be difficult. The room is silent except for coughing, general 
fidgeting, and the pattering of rain on the roof. The headmaster regularly intervenes in the Mass to 
explain the purpose of the following section of the Mass. “We are now moving from the liturgy of 
the word to the liturgy of the Eucharist (headmaster).” The Celtic Alleluia is sung, led by the junior 
choir and the middle-year-aged soloist. The drums are quite prevalent and are a strong feature in the 
song. The boys generally murmur the “Gloria” part of the song, which keeps repeating, however 
they do not seem to sing the verses as their eyes focus on the choir. During the reading taken from 
the Gospel of Luke, some of the boys acknowledge the Gospel with the signs of three crosses: one 
on the forehead (bless my thoughts), one on the lips (bless what I say), and one on the chest (bless 
my feelings). Different teachers read different parts throughout the Mass, including various prayers 
of the faithful, Bible readings, responses, and prayers, and the boys appear to get a little restless 
during these long readings, with some of the students fiddling with their program, some whispering 
to each other, and some shuffling their feet. The responses by the boys are still very soft and 
murmured. 
After the homily, the priest asks one of the mothers up to the stage to start the “prayers of the 
faithful.” He emphasises her as the mother-like figure of Mary who is also a mother. Some of the 
boys, who are reading the prayers of the faithful, start moving up from different parts of the 
gymnasium, and the students’ eyes look up, following the boys coming up onto the stage. These 
boys appear to be prefects or leaders of the school, as they are wearing badges. The boys seem to be 
a mixture of middle and senior years. The priest asks the boys to follow the prayers of the faithful in 
their program, which encourages the boys to pay attention. The headmaster stays by the microphone 
to assist the boys in the prayers. The headmaster seems to be heavily involved in the Mass and stays 
on the stage near the microphone the majority of the time. The offertory hymn begins to play “Open 
our eyes, Lord ….” This is a slow song in which trumpets and drums feature strongly. The drums 
have a slow rock feel and again are a prominent feature of the song. The boys look bored during this 
song. Most do not sing and some mumble to each other. A boy, about 12 years of age, comes onto 
the stage wearing a robe and appears to be the altar server. He grabs the attention of some of the 
boys who glance at him, but most do not. At this point, it appears that the boys are getting restless. 
Some are mumbling to each other, some are yawning. However, all the students are silent during 
prayers showing their respect for the Mass. The priest starts talking a little softer, which encourages 
the boys to look up indicating that they are listening. 
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The priest asks the boys to pass on a sign of peace to each other. This encourages soft talking by the 
boys as they shake each other’s hands. Some of the students are acting silly and shaking hands in an 
overly animated manner, while others are serious. A number of students come onto the stage to lead 
communion and move to their designated areas around the gymnasium to allow other students to 
take the bread and wine. As the students begin to move to communion, loud chatter begins. The 
choir and band sing “Mary our Mother,” and, surprisingly, this is not the quiet reflective time that is 
often expected during communion. Rather, it is an upbeat and fun song. It is clear that the choir is 
really enjoying singing, while the boys around the gymnasium chatter quietly. Other communion 
songs are also sung in a contemporary way. 
“Shine Jesus Shine,” a typically Christian rather than Catholic song, is played at a fairly fast pace, 
with the trumpets playing lots of harmonies to create a “stage band” feel. Communion finishes, and 
the priest blesses the youngest students of the school, those in Reception. This lasts for a few 
minutes, and the students appear to become restless, as there is no-one talking at this time, while the 
priest sits on the floor with the Reception students. A recording is then played, entitled “Mary Said 
Yes,” which is sung by the junior school choir, and all the Reception students come up to lead 
actions for the rest of the school. Only the younger boys join in the actions and sing. The older boys 
watch the younger students. At the end of the hymn, the audience applauds the junior students, 
congratulating them on their song. I am surprised to hear clapping in the Mass, but it is good to see 
the older boys congratulate and encourage the younger boys. This creates a genuine sense of 
community. A final prayer at 11:10 a.m. by the priest is followed by thanks from the headmaster to 
those people who have contributed to the Mass. He thanks the people who have produced the music 
and comments on how the Mass would not be the same without it. 
 
Observations Around the School 
Gareth was beaming .... This was “his” space 
As I arrive at the school grounds of Westcourt Catholic College, I make my way to the music centre 
to see how the students engage with music. I head to the music teacher’s office to ask if I can 
observe some classes and the activity around the music centre. To my delight, Mr Croser, Head of 
Music, is pleased for me to come by and see what is happening. He advises me of the classes and 
activities that are taking place. I go up the stairs to a recording studio in the far corner. Gareth is 
chatting with a music teacher and greets me. We met previously, during the interviews. I ask him if 
he minds if I observe for a while. Gareth informs me that he is doing his first major recording 
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session for his Year 12 music assessment. While he waits for the drummer to set up, he instigates a 
conversation with me about how the interviews are coming along. “Pretty nice recording studio 
here,” I mention. Gareth is quite excited to tell me about it and how it is new this year. In the 
recording studio, Gareth is beaming – although he is not necessarily smiling the whole time, he 
seems to be quick to move around, on the ball, helping out the other boys, and very excited about 
the recording. This is “his” space. The recording studio is a place where many hours of hard work 
have taken place. Gareth is dressed in casual clothes, jeans, and a t-shirt, probably because school 
has finished for the day. 
While getting ready for the recording to take place, a bass player is jamming and practising his 
parts. He is also dressed in casual clothes, and is probably a Year 12 friend of Gareth’s. With his 
headphones streaming his bass guitar, he appears to channel out everything that is going on around 
him. At times, he looks at his music and plays a consistent rhythm, presumably parts of his music, 
while at other times he is practising various techniques, including slap bass and sliding up and down 
the frets. The bass player is bopping and “grooving” to his music and seems to be in his “own 
world,” not noticing anything that is happening around him and completely satisfied with his own 
music making. By this time, the drummer is nearly ready to begin, and Gareth finishes helping him 
get ready to set up the drum kit. The drummer is a younger student – maybe in the middle years. 
This student is wearing his school uniform, and is quite a small, slim boy. Regardless, I had 
underestimated his ability on the drums. As soon as he is set up, he starts jamming, using lots of 
different rhythms, and different parts of the kit. He appears more than capable of doing a recording 
session. After observing Gareth and the boys for about an hour, I quietly leave the room with a 
“wave” so as not to disturb Gareth’s musical world. This is Gareth’s own space, a place where he is 
comfortable and feels ownership. Gareth’s relationship with this space changes the way his identity 
is constructed. From a laid-back boy who does not like to talk very much, he becomes enthusiastic, 
beaming with passion about his music when in the studio. 
 
“A space to be free with music” 
I decide to move to other parts of the music centre to see what is happening. I peer into the practice 
rooms but there is no activity; possibly because it is late in the day. I hear some voices in one of the 
classrooms. I go in and quietly seat myself. The students are sitting, headphones on, at computers 
around the outside of the room. They are concentrating and working solidly. The students do not 
notice me enter, which gives me a perfect opportunity to observe them in a natural environment 
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during an everyday experience. I sit down as one boy starts to sing to himself while working, “One 
bread, one body, one Lord of all, one cup ….” I instantly sit up in my seat, taken by surprise at this 
young boy singing a liturgical song. I was intrigued by him – was he praising God in his own way? 
Did he like this song? Why did this particular song come into his head? He stops and starts singing 
at different times as he continues working on the computer. As Mr Croser walks around the room 
helping students, he smiles at me, acknowledging the boy’s singing, but not distracting him. I smile 
back. The boy does not appear to be distracting other students. They all wear headphones, as they 
are listening to sounds they are creating for an animation project. I notice another boy who is also 
quietly humming to himself while working. I am unable to recognise the tune, but it appears to be 
something fairly “boppy.” He also stops and starts at different times, as he works on his computer. 
I move on to a different part of the music centre to see if any other musical activity is taking place. I 
hear some noise in the band room downstairs and quietly enter. There are a couple of students 
jamming on the piano and they start to perform, “You and your pretty eyes ….” Another boy 
approaches them, and asks if he can teach one of the students something on the piano. It was the 
boys’ presence in the room and hearing another student play the piano that made him want to learn 
as well. A simple experience, but nonetheless a powerful one for this student. They then sit together 
and play for a while, before the original boy jumps up and starts singing, not acknowledging my 
presence or the presence of others; he just wants to sing. He walks around the room with his arms 
out and free as he moves to the beat of what he is singing. He soon stops and talks to some other 
boys as they enter. “I better go!” he announces. I ask him what prompts the sudden finish, and he 
replies that the Senior Jazz Ensemble rehearsal is about to start and that he is not part of it. He 
quickly rushes out. For this boy, it appears that music is quite important, to sing, to play piano, and 
use the space where he can make music on his own. For him, it is a space where he can be free with 
music, and to make music. 
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Adolescents’ Lived Musical Experiences 
Group A: “Music can change my mood” 
I ask Gareth, Jimmy, and Max, whether music can influence emotion and personality. 
Jimmy: Ah yeah the music can change my mood .... It’s just subconsciously, I just, you know, if I’m 
in a bad mood, lock myself in my room, play the music …. 
The other boys agree and suggest that, most of the time, music influences their emotions through a 
subconscious response to hearing it, or, less often, through a conscious process whereby they 
purposefully choose music to change their mood and stimulate certain emotions. I am intrigued as 
to whether there are times when they use music to help get them through difficult emotional 
situations. 
Max speaks first. Um, nah I don’t think I’ve ever really like purposely gone to a song to change my 
mood or affect the way I feel (pause, thinking) – like I’ve, if I’m angry like I remember putting on an 
Aaron Carter CD once really loud because that’s the worst artist of all time so, and everyone hated 
it like but …. Yeah, it helped. 
At first, Max talks about how he would not choose music to purposely fulfil and help his emotions, 
yet his example contradicts this statement, as it is about the way he uses music to overcome or 
change his emotions.  
Jimmy agrees that music can help teenagers deal with difficult situations or negative emotions. 
Yeah I guess so. Um, I guess there is music written for situations like that when people are feeling 
really angry and I guess it can be sort of therapeutic if like the music’s about just saying forget it. 
So in this way, Max finds music that relates to a situation and helps him to become more resilient 
and overcome unwanted thoughts. Furthering this conversation, we discuss whether music can 
change someone’s mood. 
Jimmy nods his agreement, Ah-hum …. Ah, like the heavy metal scene, it can change people’s 
attitude if you listen to it over a period of time and it can just, yeah, make them more aggressive like 
… it’s probably the lyrics and ah probably (a combination). From Jimmy’s comments, music has 
the power to change a person’s mood and aspects of personality through an ongoing exposure; 
however this is often through a sub-conscious process. The boys agree that if someone listens to a 
particular style of music for long enough, such as music with negative lyrics, it can influence that 
person’s behaviour and attitude to become similar to the message and feel of the music. 
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“Music can help you find who you are” 
In a group interview, we discuss whether music can influence people’s thoughts, behaviours, and 
attitudes in life. Gareth agrees and provides an example of music being associated with charities. A 
specific example he describes was associated with charities raising money for bushfires or floods in 
Australia. Gareth describes how the use of music brings forward an additional dimension of 
emotion for people that words alone often do not. Gareth states, maybe that would make people 
think “oh wow” because music might open them up …. He goes on to say that music may have the 
power to open people up to another perspective on an issue. According to Gareth’s example, music 
has a specific function – to connect people – with the music often being symbolic of a particular 
event. 
Jimmy talks about whether music has the ability to influence someone’s personality. Jimmy 
describes his perception of how people listen to a certain style of music, which often results in them 
becoming the stereotype. For example, listening to heavy metal music may influence a person to 
start dressing a certain way or to take on specific life values that are similar to that portrayed by the 
music or the artist. Throughout my discussion with Jimmy, it is clear that he views people’s 
responses to music as a way for them to be accepted into a social group; social acceptance to fulfil 
part of their identity work. I then ask Jimmy whether music can change a person’s beliefs and 
values in life. Jimmy’s immediate response is, Nope I reckon it can help you find who you are. I am 
astounded by this statement, its depth, personal meaning, and the way Jimmy acknowledges music 
as a contributing source of identity work. Jimmy’s connection with music and identity has come to 
the fore. He continues, yeah because like you’ll be like oh a normal person or something and then 
you’ll listen to a type of music you’ve never heard before and get really into that and then that 
would just be like defining that aspect of you. Gareth agrees and provides a personal example: Yeah 
because when I was coming from primary school I was like “oh yeah, I didn’t really have 
anything” and then found out about music and loved it and now it’s changed me because now my 
whole life is just, like, music, yeah. 
 
“So I stop listening to silence” 
At our next group interview, I discuss what motivates the boys to listen to music. Um, background 
noise, Jimmy says. Wondering what he means, I ask, “Just don’t like silence?” Yeah, Jimmy 
confirms, Not a fan of silence (laughs) yep. I ask Gareth whether he feels the same and he agrees. 
Um, takes my mind off things you know, so I stop listening to silence and um (laughs). The boys’ 
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laughter at the end of their phrases appears to be of nervous origin, because “to listen to silence” 
sounds peculiar, and, in a sense, contradictory. They find it difficult to explain, but definitely know 
that they do not like silence, and feel that they “need” music all the time.  
From my observations of these boys, and this generation, it seems that silence is something to be 
feared. Music fulfils the specific function of eradicating silence. Silence is feared, as it allows 
unwanted thoughts about social and work demands to enter the mind. Jimmy states, Um, it’s kind of 
a social norm like, who doesn’t really listen to music? For this generation, it seems to be a given 
that music is used as a conversation, a way of life, and a way to fill the silence. 
Gareth, Jimmy, and Max occasionally converse briefly amongst themselves, between my questions; 
sometimes they act a little silly, and occasionally go “off topic.” Their conversation naturally 
evolves into a discussion of stereotypes in music, which I ask the boys to elaborate upon. They 
discuss the ways in which different genres and styles of music can influence one’s personality, 
appearance, and values. Max provides an example, Um, say someone listened to heavy metal/rock 
(music) and they might be really aggressive people (yeah – Jimmy) or if they listen to classical, um, 
they’d probably be really mellow, really quiet and really soft people. Jimmy nods and agrees. 
Intrigued with this perception of stereotypes, I ask the boys how this occurs. Max replies, I think the 
music makes people hard-core. My initial thoughts are that the boys are describing typical music 
stereotypes, such as their earlier association of heavy metal music with aggression. 
I want to find out more about this, so I ask them to give me an example. I guess a good example 
that would be just go to a concert. Like if you go to a heavy metal concert like – like, went to Black 
Market on Saturday night – like the way the people dance like, like the mosh pits just insane like it’s 
just arm punch – it’s like a fight. I ask them why this would be the case and they describe how it is 
the social norm for that genre, Yeah, yeah I guess so, it is – like that’s, that’s what you’re meant to 
…. Adding to this, they describe how the music influences this reaction, to create a stereotypical 
image, So I guess like because of that music, like it changes the way those people are acting or how 
they feel at the time …. 
 
Group B: “Music is like a mask so you don’t have to show your real self” 
Stefan, Adrian, Simon, Peter, Francis, and Jono discuss the times when they listen to music.  
Francis: I like driving listening to music.  
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Simon states that he listens to music to help him concentrate on his homework.  
I ask the participants what goes through their minds when they are listening to music. 
Peter: When I’m listening to music, I think more about the situation rather than – it’s just like it’s 
probably the tone of the music. He explains how music can get him excited for a party or a sports 
match. He also uses music to calm down. 
The boys describe how they listen to music to significantly affect their mood. Peter nods, Yeah, 
definitely. 
[J: Can you name the song, mood, or what is was?], I ask. 
Peter: A song I suppose – I’ve forgotten who it was by, but do you know “Hero”?  
He sings in a silly tone, “I can be your Hero ….” 
Jono: Well I listen to that kind of music when I go to sleep, the next night before something big – 
say a footy match, a Grand Final – play the music to calm me down.  
[J: Is that because you’re excited?], I ask. 
Jono: Yeah thinking about the game, and on game day, I sort of need a different kind of style of 
music to get me going. 
Simon: Nods in agreement, and comments: Yeah I kind of find that I want to listen to music before a 
game. I get over-pumped, so I try maybe some “Hero music,” maybe something like that to calm me 
down. 
Francis describes to me the way music is like a, sort of like a mask … because you’re in one group, 
you might feel like you have to be like those people and listen to what they listen to, but then when 
you’re by yourself, you can be completely different, but it sort of hides – it’s sort of like a mask, so 
you don’t have to show your real self, because you might be embarrassed? From this single 
statement, it is clear how music is important to adolescents for many social reasons. Music becomes 
an important social and cultural tool to hide one’s “true core self” and to adopt the identity of other 
music consumers. 
The participants also describe how music can be a powerful expression of world events and helping 
people relate emotionally to a situation. 
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Adrian: Um, first thing that came to mind was that song that was I think it was a hit for Haiti? Like 
you know all those artists got together and sang that song – that was pretty like inspirational I 
guess … touch wood never been in a situation like that, but it was like um how they had tornadoes 
and things like that we’re pretty lucky here, well in Australia anyway, and it’s like if we were in that 
situation, we could only imagine how they feel and what they’re going through. I guess that song 
kind of like, yeah, I don’t know, kind of touched me in a way. … Kind of yeah reflect, like what other 
people are going through how you’re fairly lucky you know, like if you want a new PlayStation 
game or something you know there’s other people in the world who need food, water, shelter. 
Stefano comments on how music at a funeral can stir up emotions and create a powerful experience. 
He reflects to his Grandad’s funeral: Um I really don’t know, can’t really think of a moment an 
exact moment. I suppose, mmm, I suppose my Grandad’s funeral, but I’m not sure if that’s because 
of the music or because of the moment …. Um, it was the song they played, it was sort of an odd 
choice but um … I know it was his sort of favourite music. 
 
Group C: “I can relate to the lyrics” 
Adam, Rory, Michael, and Ash speak in a group interview (comprised of both musicians and non-
musicians) about what influences them to listen to certain styles of music. Common themes include 
how the personality of a musician may attract a person to listen to his/her music, or that people 
choose music that is similar to their personalities and interests. For example, if someone is a 
reserved person, he/she chooses music that is quiet, soft-toned, or more reserved. The participants 
tell me what is unique and attractive about their favourite artists. 
Rory: The singer he sort of writes the songs and I can relate to the lyrics … the stuff that he writes I 
can relate to that so that’s why I like (it). 
Michael: I just like the sound. He says that some music can change his mood. In between questions, 
the boys occasionally discuss bands and other musical genres, as ideas come to mind. I ask them 
how it makes them feel when their favourite bands or genres of music are played.  
Ash: Whatever band there is it’s like you know, if you’re in a bad mood listen to something a little 
bit easier on the ear, or if you want to get ready for a footy game, um, there’s all sorts of music to 
get pumped up, which clearly identifies that, at certain times, music is chosen and consumed for a 
particular purpose. 
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Adam: I think sometimes if I’m in a bad mood I listen to sort of more of like, sort of, not depressing 
music but not as happy music, like, sort of [J: Ok] listen to the same music that I’m in the same 
mood as, so …. So if I’m in a happy mood, I’ll listen to happy music. This shows the duality of the 
nature of musical choice; that is, sometimes music is chosen to reflect the current mood and at other 
times it is chosen to change the mood. 
I ask the participants if they would listen to a happy song when they are in a bad mood. They agreed 
and state that they do this occasionally, but more often they would choose songs that reflect their 
mood, rather than try and change their mood through their music listening choices. 
Michael: Sometimes if I’m like stressed or something I might just listen to that (acoustic music) and 
try to chill out. However, the boys go on to say that more often than not, choosing music based on 
their mood is a subconscious process. 
Rory: I don’t think I would do it on purpose, like I think I’d like just, sort of, I mean I just go “I’ll 
put this on” but it wouldn’t like be, I wouldn’t really think about. 
Adam agrees: I reckon it sort of happens sub-consciously and you don’t even know you’re doing it. 
The boys agree that music can have a significant influence on a person, and Ash adds, I think, I 
think it does affect the way you think .... 
Ash, Rory, Michael, and Adam talk about some of their most memorable music experiences.  
Ash talks about the time that his family set up an entertainment area with a sound system. Dad 
uploaded all his old stuff – he had like thousands and thousands of songs and I can remember 
sitting up ‘til like 3 o’clock in the morning with all the relatives and stuff and just like playing 
games like you’ve got to guess the artist and song …. Ash says this was a memorable experience for 
him because this was when he was introduced to 70’s and 80’s music. 
Rory’s most memorable experience is of the musical “Jersey Boys,” which he attended in 
Melbourne. He enjoyed learning about the history behind the show, and really enjoyed the 
performance. Adam’s memory is of going to live concerts at home in the country with his friends. 
Michael’s is watching one of his favourite bands live on television, that was amazing. Um, I sat 
there for like I think it was about two and a half hours just watching it on TV – I couldn’t stop 
watching it and I realised like, and I sort of appreciated like hey everything would be so hard to do 
[J: Yeah], how it sounds – yeah it really stood out. Michael also explains that he admires the band, 
whose members experienced a rough upbringing and then turned their lives around, working hard at 
their passion for music. 
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The boys also discuss their belief that the music of today is not as meaningful as older music, and 
that it often contains negative meanings. 
Adam: Music of today doesn’t seem as much – (depth), yeah, it doesn’t have as much meaning to it, 
it’s all about coming out, getting drunk, having sex, doing drugs. They talk about the lyrics of the 
older music being more appropriate to adolescents, and that, in the newer music, the lyrics have 
become increasingly immoral. 
We discuss why they listen to music. All boys agree that they like to be surrounded by music and 
find it motivating in their everyday lives. A couple of the boys say that some songs put them off 
concentrating and that they need to change tracks. However, generally speaking, they prefer 
listening to music most of the time. 
Rory: I listen to music all the time but I don’t go anywhere without my iPod. Rory says that he 
needs music to remain calm for his studies, and that he likes solo instrumental music, such as guitar, 
as background music. I listen to music when I’m playing music myself … and it doesn’t necessarily 
have to be what I’m playing that I’m listening to, um, just have to have something there for 
inspiration and encouragement and it helps him with his own music. 
Ash talks about his upbringing and the role that music played. I was pretty lucky growing up, Mum 
and Dad liked pretty good music – they’re not really boring parents so. They like Red Hot Chilli 
Peppers, so that really influenced me a lot. Mum was heaps into like Savage Garden as well so I 
can remember my first memory of music was probably being home, Mum got new speakers and she 
was absolutely belting out, yep. But yeah, Mum taught me and my brother piano until we were 
about 8 or 9, then I started playing drums. So, most of my life’s been around music as well, yeah. 
In the lives of these adolescents, family was a consistent thread; a significant influence on their 
musical identities. 
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Adolescents’ Experiences of Liturgical Music 
Group A: “Music provides a reflective time” 
In an individual interview, I ask Jimmy why music features in the Mass. He admits that he does not 
exactly know why, but presumes that the reason is based on the traditions of the Catholic Church. 
I’m not sure. I’m guessing it goes back to early times when they had hymns and they had choirs that 
used to sing them and then someone just thought of the idea of putting a band into – with the choir. 
In this statement, Jimmy clearly connects the music featured at Mass to the tradition of the Catholic 
Church, however understands it has developed and become modernised, through the use of 
contemporary bands. Jimmy explains the benefit of having a band with the choir or singers at Mass: 
Because it gives it a bit more real effect – like real kind of sense. Because if you’re just in a church 
it feels just yeah, everyday church with it coming through the loud speakers, at least there’s a band 
or something that you can just like look at, get into, get involved with more. Jimmy acknowledges 
that a band creates more engagement with music at Mass for adolescents. Jimmy describes that the 
songs at the school Masses are standard hymns and the choir sing(s) the same ones at Mass. Jimmy 
admits that the repetitive nature of the songs does get a bit monotonous at times, however the band 
helps make the Mass more enjoyable. Jimmy states that it would be good to have newer kinds of 
songs or different ones than just … the same hymns over and over. Jimmy does acknowledge, 
however, that if a change of music was to take place, considerations about religiosity needs to be 
maintained, you need the religious aspect of it too … Jimmy’s reflective thoughts indicate that he 
values the religiosity of Masses, even though he agrees that some change would be more 
entertaining. I challenge Jimmy on his thoughts, and ask him what he thinks the students want to 
hear. He replies that the students would definitely want modern music in church, but that, you 
wouldn’t want to make it modern … it wouldn’t be good. I ask why? Because it’s – church is about 
reflection and like a reflective time, peace and that music’s not really like reflective, it’s more 
energetic and it’s get up and dance. It is clear that Jimmy’s connection between what may be 
desired and what is deemed appropriate for the purpose of music at Mass is highly contentious. I 
ask Jimmy what students’ reactions would be if the music changed to modern secular music? 
They’d be freaked out – I’ll be freaked out. Jimmy states that the students’ moods and his would 
change from a rather reflective state of mind, to one of a more active energetic mindset. 
Jimmy states that modern secular music would only be appropriate if it was reflective in nature and 
the lyrics were appropriate. He thinks that this may be a good way of making some changes to the 
music at Mass, but that there would be a need to carefully select appropriate secular music with 
lyrics appropriate to the themes of the Mass. I then ask Jimmy’s view in the case of there being no 
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music at Mass. He said that Mass would finish more quickly, but it would just be boring, all boring. 
Clearly music is an important part of engagement in the Mass for the boys. Jimmy says that without 
music, the boys would start chatting and that while the music’s playing it kind of gives it reflective 
time and creates a reflective sense of mind because it’s background noise – you can think about 
what they’ve just talked about in the Mass. Jimmy goes on to say, you can listen to the lyrics as well 
and think about how the lyrics, like, kind of connect with what they’ve just talked about in the 
reading or the prayers of the faithful or something like that. Therefore, music creates a 
subconscious emotional state, as desired by the church leader who organises the music, and is a 
state that Jimmy deems to be appropriate for the place. Listening to the music provides a space 
within which the boys can contemplate what has been said throughout the Mass. I ask Jimmy why 
some boys sing, but most do not. Jimmy explains that this is about peer pressure most of the time, 
and that everyone would just like turn and judge but states that he does have a comprehensive 
understanding of why this occurs. No-one sings, so, no-one else sings, states Jimmy. 
Gareth has a similar view to that expressed by Jimmy, emphasising that a change to contemporary 
secular songs would be more enjoyable at Masses, but he acknowledges that it would not be 
appropriate. It might be more entertaining, um, yeah, it’d probably take away the, um, clarity of the 
actual thing – take away that presence that has been such a soft, laid-back, low tempo song as 
opposed to a really fast and a lot more going on playing a rock song. I ask Gareth what he would 
change in terms of the religious music played at his school, and he gave me a surprising response. 
Keep it as it is. 
[J: Why?], I ask. 
It’s traditional. 
 
“It’s like a big army … everyone’s together” 
One of Jimmy’s most memorable and enjoyable songs at Mass is the “Edmund Rice” Song. In this 
song, the boys sing or rather shout out the chorus. Jimmy tells me about this experience, In the 
chorus Edmund Ignatius Rice was a phrase in it and for some reason, I’m not sure why, everyone 
shouts that out, so no-one sings much of the rest, but just when that one phrase comes up everyone 
shouts the lyrics and it’s kind of funny, but I don’t know why everyone does it – it’s kind of a game, 
like if people sing that one part, then everyone else is singing that one part and they just keep on 
going, but no-one else sings then no-one else will sing. I ask Jimmy to explain what it feels like 
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when the boys all come together and sing this chorus. It’s like a big army ... Yeah, like you’re one 
like, you’re all together in it … That’s really a part of the Mass actually; it feels like everyone’s 
together … everyone’s just like really into it and just like it feels really that energy around everyone 
is really good. Not only did the sacred experience enhance Jimmy’s respect and positive experience 
of Mass, but it developed his identity work through community and a sense of belonging. Jimmy 
acknowledges that, for some boys, it is their experience of being together – united as one – that 
supports and encourages their spiritual development. Jimmy states that for some people, I mean, if 
that part they feel like a big, like everyone’s a big family, they might feel really connected with the 
Mass sometimes, that might let them get onto a path of religion …. 
Jimmy tells of another powerful and “really cool moment” involving music at Mass. Well, there’s 
one at the start of the year. We got a new Headmaster, Mr Dash [J: Okay], and the first thing that 
he did was he got his favourite song, stood in front of 1,200 boys in the assembly and he started 
singing into the microphone, yeah, just him. Yeah, he’s not a good singer so it’s not like, but he 
started singing and he told everyone to join in and at first no-one was joining in, and then people 
started joining in from like the upper, so Year 12s started first, then it went down, yeah and then 
everyone stood up as well and started singing it loudly with him, that was like a really cool moment. 
But yeah, that’s what I reckon you need – someone to start it off. This incident demonstrates a sense 
of respect and admiration of courage, as well as support, and finding a sense of belonging by 
joining in. It is clear that the experience was a powerful one for Jimmy, with regards to the 
Headmaster demonstrating courage and standing up for his beliefs. 
I ask Jimmy why the boys decided to join in and sing with the Headmaster? I’m not sure why. I 
think some just felt – didn’t want to see him fail, didn’t want to see it go bad so they joined in, so 
it’s worse – it’s better if a group of people fail rather than just one person. He states that the Year 
12 boys began singing first out of respect and to help the Headmaster, which encouraged the other 
boys to join in and sing. Because I’d never seen it before. For one person to stand in front of a 
thousand odd boys, teenagers – to do that and then get everyone to start sort of joining in it 
sounded pretty cool. Jimmy particularly admired his leader’s courage. Jimmy says that if the 
Headmaster sang again on his own, the boys would automatically join in, because they would 
remember the last experience. 
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“Catholicism is just a word” 
I ask the boys to expand on their views about what it means to be Catholic. Gareth responds in a 
mundane tone: Believe in the Lord. Jimmy replies to Gareth, Yeah, but I’m Catholic and I don’t 
believe in the Lord …. Gareth states, I am Catholic, but I don’t practice it at all – I don’t believe in 
it and I didn’t really have a choice … my parents had me baptised when I was a baby so there was 
not much I could do about that. It is quite clear that Gareth has a negative attitude towards 
Catholicism. It was his parents’ choice for him to be baptised, and to have him attend a Catholic 
school. Gareth still identifies as Catholic, even though he clearly states that he does not believe in 
God. So for Gareth, being Catholic and having a Catholic identity are defined by being baptised as 
Catholic. He therefore identifying himself as Catholic. It is not by his choice, but by family 
tradition. 
Gareth and Jimmy discuss this further, but reach no conclusion. There seems to be an ambiguous 
understanding of what characteristics identify a Catholic. On the one hand, some of the boys think 
that if someone is baptised Catholic then that defines that person as Catholic, regardless of their 
belief, or lack of belief. On the other hand, Catholic is defined by some of the boys as someone who 
believes in God, and follows the Catholic faith. I challenge the boys on this contradiction, “So what 
is Catholicism then?” They have a discussion between themselves about how they find it hard to 
believe in God without enough evidence. Their discussion continues in an ambiguous manner, with 
many contradictions. This certainly seems to be an area of some confusion. So I ask, “What does it 
mean to be Catholic today?” It means nothing, states Gareth in a heavy voice, It’s just a word. In 
some senses, both Gareth and Jimmy are “pro-change Catholics” as they identify as being Catholic 
in their own ways and decide individually on what they believe, rather than following a scripted 
belief system. 
 
Group B: “Our three pillars” 
In an individual interview, Ash tells me how his faith is currently strong, due to his experience of 
attending Westcourt Catholic College and living in the school’s boarding house. Yeah, sort of. I 
reckon if they didn’t force us to go to church, I wouldn’t have such strong spirituality, but the 
school influences me a lot as well because of our three pillars, I sort of now take on board and I’ve 
got to do this so when I get the best – that come from it. 
[J: So you feel like you have to live out those pillars in your daily, what, living?], I ask. 
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Yep, yeah the boarding house does, but I don’t think it’s not really the spiritual side it’s – I don’t 
know, it’s more of like we’re starting to become men, because we’re looking out for little, like our 
younger pretty much brothers, and still got that responsibility of like you’ve got to show them the 
right way to do things. 
I ask Ash about why the school uses particular songs at Mass. Um, I dunno, I reckon it’s got 
something to do with tradition, um, I know most of the boys like we all know the songs, so I don’t 
know why we’d change them, and there’s not like they’re bad songs or anything, like we all know 
the words to them and we all enjoy it, so I don’t see there’s any point in changing it. I question Ash 
as to whether it would matter if the school removed all songs from the Mass. He immediately 
responds. Ah, yeah, um, I guess songs sort of tell a story as well and sometimes, um, and I think it’s 
a lot better to listen to than just a constant voice of a Priest. 
Ash states, on the whole I reckon it’s pretty good [yeah] and I wouldn’t change it. Ash explains that 
using songs from the radio would seem disrespectful to the Mass, the priest, and the religious 
leadership, and that the music at the Mass sums up the mood of the whole place. He mentions that 
popular music probably would capture them a bit more, but it’d take out the tradition and just sort 
of, like, spiritual side to it. I think at church we keep it the same thing because we’ve been brought 
up to go to church and I think if you changed it would lose a sort of, I don’t know, a spiritual aspect 
of it – it wouldn’t be as, I don’t know. He explains that even though teenagers may not say it at first, 
I think deep down everyone wouldn’t change it. 
I ask Michael in an individual interview whether celebrating Mass in the school gym rather than in 
a church or a chapel makes a difference to how he feels in Mass. Um, yeah I do think so, um, the 
only thing is like because we have our PE lessons in there and it’s a totally different environment in 
the chapel. I ask him to explain what it means to be Catholic. Um, I guess it’s, it’s sort of lost its 
way with our generation because we’re not made to go to church like my parents were, um, and 
their parents before them were made to go to church and, um, I think, I think the church has become 
more of a fashion sense, like I know a lot of people who don’t go to church wear, ah, Rosary beads, 
and I don’t really know why. Um, I don’t think they’d know, yeah, I don’t think they’d know much 
about the church and I guess it’s, in a way it’s cool to say I’ve got a cross but I don’t know anything 
about it. Um, those people who get tattoos of the cross but don’t go to church and people who wear 
the cross and they don’t know what it is or they don’t know the story behind it, have got nothing to 
do with the church which I don’t think’s too right, but …. Um, I think you do have to go to church 
… I think you should go to church if you’re Catholic, um. He goes on to explain his first experience 
of religion at Westcourt Catholic College and how this experience has changed over the years. 
 Religious Music in Everyday Life    146 
 
Yeah, um, my first year here I hated religion – I really could not stand it. Even last year I thought I 
could be doing something better with my time, but this year I’ve sort of come to appreciate, um, all 
the years of teaching me about it because I’ve got a better understanding of what I am doing here. 
I ask Michael why they have the songs they do at Masses. Um, to like um, it’s a tradition of the 
Church, they’re all traditional Mass songs…. I ask Michael if it would matter if they changed the 
school’s religious music. Um, a little bit yeah and I guess they would uphold their tradition also 
kinda, not the leading Church, but their real, um, sort of straight forward in their ways, er, I guess 
that’s respect to the … I think it’s good the way it is, well we don’t really enjoy it but I think it’d be 
probably disrespectful to the Brother and that sort of thing if you changed it…. 
Adam tells me about the difficulties he faces with going to church and seeing people in the church 
disagree with his parents’ de-facto relationship because living together outside of marriage is 
“frowned upon” by some Catholics. I’m still like religious and believe but I’m a lot more – I’m 
open on it, broadminded. I see in church a lot, I don’t say to people here but like Mum, especially 
Mum sees people in the small town – see a lot of people in church are pretty judgmental like, they 
were just de facto, they were never married, just like not judgmental towards Mum, just like 
judgmental in general like they will see like mates’ parents and that – it just – it doesn’t annoy me, 
it’s just like the church is always going on about forgiving and that and they just tend to be the ones 
that are like a bit more judgmental, but I understand you know, because they try to practise this like 
really on a non-sinful life and I suppose they get angry at others who don’t but…. Adam recognises 
the challenges of upholding a sacred faith in a secular world, as his lived experience of church is 
partly lived through is mother’s experiences. 
 
Group C: “Because it’s a sacred place” 
Adrian says that he does not care much for religion and states he is “not-so” religious -  I don’t 
really care about religion that much. I ask him what it means to be Catholic. To me, nothing really. 
Catholicism is a label Adrian attaches to himself because of his baptism. He states that being 
Catholic is on an individual basis, with some students identifying as Catholic, like himself, due 
only to their baptism into the faith, and others being practising Catholics. 
Adrian, in an individual interview, shares with me that there have been many songs within liturgies, 
particularly at spiritual school retreats, with which he has connected because they have been based 
on meaning, not religion. Adrian explains that music choices needs to respect the church and the 
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elders, and that modern and contemporary music may not uphold this expectation: It would 
completely disrespect their, sort of, beliefs behind religion, like behind Mass. Despite Adrian’s non-
religious beliefs, he still respects the school and the Catholic religion for its values. I ask Adrian 
what changes he would make to the music at Mass. They’ve already got a band up there, they’ve 
got a choir … I don’t think there’s much more you could do. He explains to me that if you change 
the music, you’d probably change the atmosphere of the whole Mass, emphasising how music has a 
significant impact on adolescents’ religious experience. 
Group C participants talk about their experiences of music at Mass, and discuss how much they 
appreciate the purpose of having music at Mass. There’s like an underlying meaning, but like at 
Mass, it’s rather just like stock standard (songs). 
Simon: They (the religious leaders) try and play sort of more modern songs that have like the sort of 
spiritual meaning to them. 
I ask the participants whether they would like the more contemporary music at chapel services. 
Stefano: No. Never. Because it’s a sacred place – you wouldn’t get your message across. In 
summary, these students assert that, at Mass, they prefer traditional music to contemporary music. 
Peter: Yeah. Because you know it’s time to focus and …. Francis interrupts, And it gives that sort of 
special feel. 
Jono elaborates further, I think like the traditional hymns or whatever are sort of more of a school 
tradition and they’re what you sing, but the Edmund Rice Anthem is like a social sort of community 
tradition, so the boys know that that’s what’s going to happen and the school knows it’s going to 
happen, but you know, it’s more you want to respect the community that you’re in because you’re 
part of that at the time. So it’s keep the tradition going. Like if one year no-one sang the Edmund 
Rice Anthem, it’d sort of be terrible – be bad. It would probably stop I guess if no-one did it one 
year, I guess the next year it might not as well and then it might just die off. Stefano states, 
Traditional school annoys us a little bit, but we kind of like it because that’s what makes us 
different. Jono identifies the school’s religious tradition as a core part of the school’s unique 
identity. 
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Conclusion 
Despite the school’s strong Catholic identity, the participants’ had mixed views on how to define 
Catholic identity, their own religious identities, and the religious identities of others. Nonetheless, 
amongst the students, there was a consistent sense of respect for other’s religious beliefs, as well as 
an understanding amongst the adolescent culture that one’s Catholic or religious views are highly 
individualised. The boys value liturgical music at their school, even though they admit that they 
find some of it boring, but also suggest that the traditional religious music is what identifies them 
with the Mass. The liturgical music at Westcourt creates a bond, and a sense of community and 
empowerment, which are all positive influences on students’ identity work. 
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Chapter Six: Case Study Three 
“When we’re all singing the same song, we all feel very united as a school … it’s something that’s 
out of the ordinary” – Joanna 
St John Murray Catholic College 
“The depth of thought and imagination” – Fr Nicolás SJ.32  
School Context 
St John Murray Catholic College is a co-educational college comprised of primary and secondary 
campuses at separate locations. Based on the Jesuit tradition, which seeks to “find God in all things” 
(Loyola Press, 2013), the school aims to encourage learning through wisdom, divinity, the sharing 
of spirituality, and social justice. The secondary campus has students ranging from Year 7 to Year 
12, and is known for its outstanding academic achievements, and for educating the child as a whole, 
as well as having an extensive extra-curricular programme. The school states that its goal is to assist 
each child with his/her intellectual growth and to achieve excellence.33 The school is above average 
in terms of the socio-cultural background of the students, setting the highest fees of the three case 
study schools. As well, the school has over 1300 students across both campuses, with no students 
identifying as Indigenous, and very few students with a language background other than English. 
St John Murray Catholic College’s Religious Culture 
As a Jesuit school, St John Murray Catholic College has a strong Catholic identity, connected to the 
Society of Jesus. Jesuit values are intimately tied to the school, including the values of intellectual 
growth and evangelisation. Statues and images of notable Jesuit priests can be seen across the 
school, and, before each lesson, students say a Jesuit prayer and often recite the Angelus (Hail Mary 
prayer) at 12 noon, when the canonical bells are rung as a reminder. 
The community chapel is near the entrance of the school, and is a modern, circular building that 
seats approximately 400 people. Students engage in weekly chapel, and are divided into year levels 
so as to attend on different days of the week. There are other regular liturgy services and voluntary 
Masses which take place each term, often held in the school hall or gymnasium, which seats a larger 
number of students. Every term, a senior school Mass is held in the school gymnasium. All the 
students attend, and the Mass is led by the Jesuit priests and school leaders. Once a year, the school 
                                                             
32 Spanish Jesuit Priest, Fr Adolfo Nicolás SJ 
33 Information from the school in 2013. 
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celebrates their annual Saint’s Feast Day Mass, which is held at a large parish on the junior campus. 
The entire school – students from Reception through to Year 12 – attends this formal occasion, 
which is an important day, not only for the school, but for the Jesuit community as a whole. On the 
school campus, there is a Jesuit residence in which five Jesuit priests live, as active members of the 
school community. These priests take on the role of religious leadership within the school, together 
with the headmaster, and teach religion, Latin, and other subjects. 
The school is actively engaged in social justice, an important value of Catholic education, and 
regular fundraisers take place within the school for local charities. There are also annual pilgrimage 
trips to less-developed countries. Each year, the school provides a voluntary spiritual retreat in the 
school holidays, which students can attend in order to explore their own faith, spirituality, and 
Catholic values. The retreat is offered to Years 11 and 12 students only. It is very popular, and there 
is often a waiting list of students wanting to attend. As part of the student leadership program, a 
student is appointed as the liturgy captain. The captain supports the priests and the religious 
education coordinator in organising the liturgies throughout the school year. The liturgy captain also 
manages the liturgy committee, which is a voluntary student body that provides suggestions for 
liturgical events. 
St John Murray Catholic College’s Music Culture 
St John Murray Catholic College has a strong musical programme. The school offers a wide range 
of extra-curricular music activities, including choirs, an orchestra, chamber ensembles, a liturgical 
music ensemble, jazz ensembles, and more. Each year, certain ensembles and individuals audition 
for inter-school competitions and perform at a variety of community events. Several students also 
have the opportunity to learn Year 12 music during Year 11, if they are outstanding musicians. As I 
walk around the music centre (housed in temporary buildings whilst the new music centre is being 
built), I hear Mozart variations on piano, and a boy singing opera. The annual music camp is a 
highlight for the music students; Joanna tells me that the main reason she learnt flute is so that she 
could play in the band and attend music camp. 
In the junior school, the students regularly participate in music lessons and in the instrument 
programmes. These activities provide a solid base for music for when the students enter the senior 
school. In the senior school, the music curriculum is heavily focused on music theory; students are 
required to work through music theory books with regular tests, and end of term exams. From Years 
7 to 11, the students learn music composition, several instruments, and music history. In Year 12, 
music performance, music theory, and composition, are the most popular music subjects chosen by 
the students, with many receiving outstanding results. 
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Introducing the Participants 
Table 10 School Three Participants 
 School Three: St John Murray 
Group A: Music 3 girls, 2 boys (Felicity, Huynh, Luke, Tivo, Lori) 
Individual A1 Felicity 
Group B: Non-Music 3 girls, 2 boys (Annabelle, Michael, Josie, Jim, Joanna) 
Individual B1 Annabelle 
Individual B2 Joanna 
Individual B3 Michael 
Group C: Mixed 1 girl, 3 boys (Amanda, Samuel, Paul, Ron) 
Individual C1 Ron 
Individual C2 Paul 
 
Group A consists of Felicity, Huynh, Luke, Tivo, and Lori. I first meet the participants at lunchtime 
in the keyboard laboratory of the music centre, where they politely enter all at different times, 
depending on when they left classes. Munching on their lunches, they introduce themselves. 
Felicity, Luke, and Lori are of Western appearance, and Huynh and Tivo of Asian appearance.  
Felicity is the school’s music captain and is very confident, articulate, and she often dominates the 
group interviews. 
Group B consists of Annabelle, Michael, Josie, Jim, and Joanna. Annabelle is the quietest amongst 
the group, often not speaking unless spoken to directly. She is a shy character amongst her peers, 
but during the course of her individual interviews, she gradually gains confidence. The other 
students are quite confident and talkative in nature, which often makes it hard for Annabelle to 
comment. Michael is the school’s drama captain, and is very friendly and confident. Josie is a proud 
singer, although she isn’t studying singing. Jim is a confident and polite student, and seems to be of 
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slightly Asian appearance. Joanna is the liturgical captain of the school, and she often feels it is her 
responsibility to make sure my study is going as planned. 
Group C consists of Amanda, Samuel, Paul, and Ron. This group is not as talkative as the other two 
groups, and interviews are often dominated by Amanda, the only girl in the group. Amanda, 
Samuel, and Paul are all student leaders at the school, and often discuss examples from their 
leadership experiences. Ron is a passionate music student, who loves to talk about his music 
hobbies, both within and outside of the school. 
 
Religious Identities of the Participants 
Upon interviewing the students, I learned that the school student population consists mainly of 
practicing Catholics, non-practicing Catholics, and those who consider themselves to be either non-
religious or agnostic. 
Group A: “Integral part of who I am” 
Like her older siblings, Felicity has been at the college since Reception, and is a strong practicing 
Catholic. She participates in her local parish, including a Latin Mass each week. Additionally, 
Felicity’s family is active in her church. She states that her relationship with God and being a 
Catholic are a fairly integral part of who I am, like in the way I think about myself.  
Luke, Tivo, and Lori have also attended the school since Reception. They consider themselves to be 
Catholic but do not attend a local parish. 
Huynh is Filipina, and went to a specialist music school before moving to St John Murray Catholic 
College in Year 10. I really liked it, but Mum wanted me to concentrate on my academics. Huynh’s 
mother sent her to the private school. Huynh still occasionally meets her friends from her old 
school, but now that she has settled into St John Murray, she really enjoys being here. She found the 
change between her public school and St John Murray to be challenging at first. 
 
Group B: “I was an altar server” 
Annabelle and her family are not religious, but chose St John Murray Catholic College for the 
school’s good values and educational reputation. Annabelle believes religious schools do provide a 
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good education about well-rounded people and the whole attitude towards helping others is 
something that they want here. Annabelle describes the school as very accepting of people of all, or 
no, faiths, despite their strict Catholic rituals. Annabelle sings in the liturgical ensemble and has 
attended a voluntary retreat, even though she is not religious. She goes on to say that, I think that a 
lot of people at this school aren’t necessarily strongly Catholic …. I know a fairly large significant 
proportion of them would be … religious and Catholic.  
Joanna is the school’s liturgy captain, a position she volunteered for in order to support the 
liturgical worship of the school. She came to the school in Year 8 from a local Catholic primary 
school. She says that her Catholic faith is very strong even though she finds it hard to attend Church 
every week, there’s times where I can’t go because of work as well, so that’s always conflicting …. 
I don’t necessarily follow the Catholic laws, it is very hard to, in this modern society. She admits 
that she follows most of the Catholic faith, however some aspects are irrelevant to today’s world. 
Joanna’s parents divorced when she was young and she now lives with her mother, with whom she 
occasionally goes to church. 
Michael is a very passionate Catholic; however doesn’t attend a local parish. He explains how he 
has a voluntary role in the school: I’m the Eucharistic Minister, and in liturgy, I was part of the 
liturgy group but I’ve kind of withdrawn from that a bit, just because I’ve often got other 
commitments and things like that, and I am not able to go to all meetings. Only my Dad goes 
anymore, like regularly, he’s never missed a Sunday all his life…. When I was younger, when I was 
about 10, for a month or so, I was an Alter Server but I was really bad at it so (laughs), and then I 
would just get like complaints, like the person that the Brother was teaching me, and so I was like, 
okay this is not going too well (laughs). 
Jim and Josie both consider themselves Catholic, but neither attend a local parish. Their parents 
chose St John Murray because of the school’s strong record of academic success and its teaching of 
good Christian values. Josie sings in the liturgical choir, and Jim plays guitar in the liturgical choir. 
 
Group C: “It’s just become tradition” 
Paul has been at the school since reception and is a strong Catholic. He is a co-music captain and 
strong in his Catholic faith, attending weekly Masses with his family. Well it’s generally, at the 
start it was you know you’ve got to go to Church, and it has pretty much been the same, I think it’s 
pretty much Church is something that we do Sunday mornings, like kind of like you have to come to 
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school, you have to go to Church kind of thing, but it’s not really forced and I mean outside of 
Church they are not really telling you, you’ve got to believe in God kind of stuff, but I guess Church 
has always been something that Mum in particular has definitely said that we should all go to and 
so, yeah, it’s just become tradition now I guess…. I think it’s a bit of both, like I think just because I 
am so used to it now it’s like routine to go every Sunday. I guess it is a sense of wanting to go as 
well…. Just to have that time to be with God and you know not stressing for an hour of the day and 
yeah, just being able to let go… I think it’s definitely a time to reflect and just think about where 
you are in life and where you want to go with school, with family, with friends, relationships that 
kind of stuff. 
Ron has attended the school since reception, following his older siblings. He tries to articulate his 
religious identity to me. God, that’s a hard question. I am like Roman Catholic. I believe in God, I 
go to Church mainly on like main events like Christmas and Easter, that’s about it. 
[J: Are your family Catholic?], I ask 
My Mum is, my Dad isn’t. 
Ron plays drums in the liturgical ensemble at school, emphasising he does so for the performance 
opportunity, rather than for liturgical worship. 
Samuel and Amanda share a similar religious identity, describing how they are proud Catholics, 
which their religion very much a part of how they conduct themselves in life. They both do not 
attend a local parish, as they state how they are often too busy, however both would like to be 
involved with a local parish again soon. 
 
The Musical Identities of the Participants 
The first group of students I interview consists of Felicity, Luke, Lori, Huynh and Tivo, all of 
whom identify as musicians. They are a loud and talkative group, and appear to enjoy sharing their 
school and musical experiences with me. 
Group A: “I really like to sing” 
Felicity is the school’s music captain. She is aged 17, and is the youngest of six siblings. Felicity is 
a bright, bubbly, and confident student, and states that, I have been playing music for most of my 
life. I play the piano and viola. Throughout the individual interviews, she tells me about the broad 
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range of musical ensembles and extracurricular music activities that she is involved in at, and 
beyond, the school. She also mentions that singing in her church choir is an activity that she enjoys 
very much. She is a very busy student, and appears to be quite talented at the viola in particular 
playing in some prominent state orchestras. 
I’m Luke, I started playing the electric guitar probably eight years ago or something like that. I 
started with a classical guitar and then built my way up. Luke also tells me that he loves Broadway 
musicals, the Beatles, techno music, and pop artists such as U2 and Fun. He likes to listen to a very 
diverse range of musical styles.  
Lori is a confident and very talkative girl, who has a deep voice and sings tenor. I learnt the flute 
probably somewhere around seven, and I’ve fallen out … I sing tenor in the liturgical (ensemble). 
Lori has a passion for listening to The Beatles. Her father was a big influence on her musical 
identity, as he played the guitar and sang, and she listened to him playing as she grew up. 
Tivo tells me that he went to three different primary schools, because his family moved a number of 
times. He says he played guitar at one of the schools, and was a member of choir at another. I came 
to St John Murray, I dropped music for a while after Year 8, but then I really like to sing so I picked 
up legato (singing ensemble) again this year. 
Huynh came to St John Murray for Year 10 after attending a music specialist school. She plays a 
variety of musical instruments. I’ve been playing music basically since I was four or five. Yeah, and 
I started with piano and violin, and then, when I was little older, I started learning percussion and 
guitar. Huynh likes to listen mainly to acoustic music, some electronic music, and a few local 
artists. She also used to attend a Filipino church, with a strong Filipino music influence. 
The students tell me how they listen to their iPods very often, and that the Beatles are very popular 
with most students. It’s not a craze, it’s just …. Huynh interrupts, It’s just, like everyone would 
assume you have listened to the Beatles at some point in your life. Luke describes how every 
teenager of their age would have it on their iPod. The participants all agree how they grew up 
hearing the Beatles music with their families, particularly their parents. Lori says, My Dad was a 
big Beatles fan, so you know, I had the music around. 
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Group B: “I just play mostly for leisure” 
The second group of students I interview includes Josie, Joanna, Michael, Anabelle, and Jim. None 
of these students are studying Year 12 music, but they do play in various ensembles or have some 
level of music experience. 
Michael is the school’s drama captain. He is very animated in nature, and very polite, well-spoken, 
and friendly with the other students. Yeah, I play guitar as well and I sing, and I used to play the 
piano way, way back, and I still do a little bit, but not as big as I used to be, and yeah, I just play 
mostly for leisure. I sing in the senior vocal song group. 
Josie plays violin and flute, but considers herself more of a flautist, even though she has been 
playing violin for longer. Josie really enjoys singing and participates in the school’s liturgical 
ensemble. 
Joanna says that she has played the flute and piano as part of the music program at St John Murray 
Catholic College, but says that she now only sings in the college choir. She states that her real 
passion is dancing, particularly ballet, and that she is exposed to a lot of classical music, which she 
likes very much. She also tells me, I definitely love the musical theatre. Joanna spent a year 
interstate at a specialist dance school pursuing her dance studies, and these studies have influenced 
her exposure to music theatre. Joanna is the school’s liturgy captain and assists and plays a 
leadership role in the school’s liturgies, Masses, and other religious rituals. Her older brother, who 
has now graduated, was previously the school’s music captain. 
Jim plays a number of instruments and tells me that he played piano throughout all of primary 
school so that was a pretty big part of my life then. When I moved here (to St John Murray for high 
school), I stopped piano for a year and started drums, and then I picked up piano the next year, 
keeping drums. Two and a half years ago, I started bass guitar, and 9 months ago, I started the 
double bass. Jim seems like a talented musician, and tells me that he accelerated his knowledge and 
experience of music by completing Year 12 music classes when he was in Year 11. Jim is heavily 
involved in the school’s extracurricular music program. 
Annabelle enjoys singing in the school’s liturgical ensemble, but admits she would never sing any 
solos. She does, however, enjoy the group aspect. She is not experienced at music, but just enjoys 
singing. She loves to listen to older styles of music, particularly The Beatles. 
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Group C: “My plan is, to become a session type drummer” 
The third group of students I interview consists of Ron, Paul, Samuel, and Amanda. Ron and Paul 
are both musicians, while Samuel and Amanda are not. 
Ron is a passionate music student. Ron tells me that he plays drums or saxophone in most of the 
ensembles at the school, and has formed two bands with friends outside of school, one of which is a 
jazz band, and the other a rock and pop band. Ron admits that he is not overly-academic, although 
his aim is to complete school and then move interstate to pursue training in video-game creation. He 
tells me, My plan is to become a session-type drummer interstate34 whilst studying, so with gigs on 
the side and stuff to get some, hopefully money …. 
Paul is the school’s music vice-captain. He is a laid-back, quiet person and a very talented musician. 
He plays piano in most of the school’s ensembles, completed Year 12 music performance in Year 
11, and writes his own music. He wants to pursue music at the university level. Paul spends all of 
his spare time in the music centre. 
Samuel is the school’s lead prefect. He regularly speaks at school assemblies and Masses, and is 
involved in a variety of school committees, including the liturgical committee. He is well-spoken, 
very polite, and immaculately dressed. He is not musical, but is passionate about seeing more of the 
students sing at Masses. 
Amanda is a confident person with frizzy hair and a husky voice. She is very friendly and often 
dominates the group. Amanda sings in the liturgical ensemble, which she enjoys, but admits that 
she has not had much musical training. 
 
Observations of School Liturgies 
Mass of the Annunciation 
I attended the school’s annual Mass of the Annunciation, which is quite a significant event in the 
Roman Catholic calendar. To start the event, the staff and students of the school come together for a 
Mass held in the school gymnasium. I walk toward the gymnasium amid the sea of students. A soft 
murmur greets me as I take a seat in the back row of the gymnasium. An altar is set up along the 
widest side of the gymnasium, with the students sitting around the altar. The altar has a cross, a sign 
                                                             
34 Name of state removed for the purpose of maintaining anonymity. 
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with the school motto, and coloured cloth around the edge. The teachers sit next to the altar facing 
the students; a setting that appears quite strict to me. On the other side of the altar, a choir and small 
band is set up. Soon, the deputy principal asks everyone to stand, as the school’s leadership party 
arrives. Walking down the centre towards the altar are the rector, the religious leaders of the school, 
and the school leaders, as we take a seat in silence. The school captains lead the Mass, discussing 
the importance of the Mass and the love of Mary. The students are silently listening, with some 
looking up at the student leaders, while others look down at the “order of service.” 
The first song, “Divine Mother of the Universe,” although a traditional Catholic song, is sung with 
an up-tempo energy and is accompanied by drums. Some students in the audience are singing, while 
others watch the choir. This song is similar to the other songs in the Mass, which are all traditional 
hymns, but sung with greater tempo and energy and with a modern sound to them. The students 
sing like they are part of a pop vocal group, rather than a choir. I find listening quite enjoyable, and 
it appears that others in the audience feel the same. The final song is supposed to be the school 
anthem. Unfortunately, it is not performed due to time restrictions. 
As we leave the gymnasium, I hear some Year 12 boys clapping and singing a song from the Mass 
as they walk, and some of the younger students are dancing and singing. The energy is very positive 
and noisy as we leave. 
 
Voluntary Mass 
Once a fortnight on a Tuesday morning, St John Murray Catholic College offers a voluntary Mass 
for students. The Mass is directed by the liturgy committee – a group of students who meet each 
week to support the liturgical celebrations of the school – with the music being provided by the 
liturgical ensemble. Both the music teacher and the youth minister work closely with the students to 
ensure that the Mass operates smoothly. Students can choose to attend the voluntary Mass, or, if 
they prefer not to, they go to the “reading rooms” for silent reading time. On this particular 
occasion, the Mass is held on the grass area at the entrance to the school. I arrive at 8:00 a.m. as the 
liturgical committee and ensemble are setting up their equipment. The students are all quite keen, 
and seem to know what they are doing. At approximately 8:20 a.m., they begin to hurry to finish 
setting up, and I offer to help with setting up microphones, connecting the mixing desk, and 
bringing music stands across from the music room. The liturgical committee erects signs that are 
decorated with key words of the theme of the Mass: trust, faith, and friendship. These signs are 
attached to the nearby buildings. An altar is set up in the centre front of the Mass, with a table, gold 
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cloth, crucifix, bread, and wine. To the left, the liturgical ensemble is set up, with microphones for 
about 15 singers, two electric guitars, a bass guitar, drums, and an electric piano. To the right of the 
altar is a stand and microphone for the readers during the Mass. The audience area is roped off and 
students sit on the grass, while the teachers stand behind them. By approximately 8:45 a.m., the area 
comes alive with chattering, the tuning-up of instruments, and the liturgical committee talking to the 
youth minister, who seems to be discussing the final directions, while others are handing out the 
order and words of the songs to the audience. It is a bright sunny morning and is a very peaceful 
space in which to have Mass; beneath the trees and close to nature. It certainly feels different from 
the services held in the school chapel, or the gymnasium. 
The songs in the Mass are quite modern, mostly secular, but with some Christian rock (which is not 
specifically Catholic), and the typical Catholic sung responses. The music feels far more modern 
and casual at this voluntary Mass than at the formal whole-of-school Mass. The drums are played in 
almost every song, and there are solo voice and choir singing, and even a Michael Jackson song at 
the end of the Mass “Heal the World.” Throughout the Mass, the liturgical ensemble proudly leads 
the songs. Most students in the audience do not sing and neither do the staff. During one of the 
songs, I see a younger boy “air drumming” along with the song. A teacher soon stops him. Three 
girls are swaying to another song, and they seem to be having fun, but again, a teacher soon asks 
them to stop. Most of the students watch the ensemble perform the songs, while others stare at their 
sheets listing the order of service. The Mass is quite enjoyable in the natural environment, however 
I find the lack of singing from the staff and students to be rather disappointing. Their silence 
intrigues me as I listen, watch and take notes. 
 
Introducing Michael (aka Mozart) 
“I'm only what society creates me to be” 
Michael is a willing and enthusiastic student to interview. He is the school’s drama captain, and his 
suitability for this role is demonstrated by his animated nature. I ask him to tell me about who he is. 
Who Michael Moore is? Wow. Okay, he is heavily influenced by both music and drama. Michael is 
one of four siblings in his family, and lives with his father and brother, following his parents’ 
separation. His sisters and mother live in the house opposite theirs. He explains how I have also like 
lived between houses most of my life as well. When he was growing up in primary school, Michael 
did not have an iPod, unlike most of his friends, but he listened to music through his Discman, 
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Walkman, and CDs. His friends exposed him to a wide range of music, including Goth and Emo 
music. 
Michael was also exposed to classical music through his father. He tells me about this, Dad playing 
classical music caused him to instantly dislike the style, when I hear it, I go, oh classical music, no, 
and like the instant stigma, I don’t like it. He tells me that this immediate reaction was influenced 
by peer pressure and the social norm of classical music being “not cool.” However, now that he is 
older, he tells me I really do appreciate classical music. 
This year at school for drama classes, Michael is playing the role of Mozart in the school’s play 
“Amadeus,” and this has encouraged an interest in classical music. Yeah, well, the fact that 
Mozart’s character was, was very, very passionate. I need to myself be able to relate to that, if I 
can’t then I am not doing my job properly being the actor …. I am not listening to any other 
classical music, I am only listening to Mozart. Although initially listening to classical music 
because of his drama studies, and due to his aim to further understand Mozart in order to portray his 
character, Michael tells me that his love of Mozart and his music has dramatically increased. I love 
it, because the more I research his character, and the more I read the script and go through it and 
start to learn it, I learn to appreciate it more, because there is actually a scene where you see him 
composing it, and this is, it’s drawn from noted facts on how he would compose, and the fact that I 
am terrible at music theory, yet this man can sit there, hear a note and want, and know to put it 
down … I’ve had to develop quite an amazing passion and it’s been very easy. He tells me that, 
after the school play, he will continue to listen to Mozart’s music. I think I really will, because I do, 
right now I appreciate it so much. Like last night, I couldn’t get to sleep, it was about 1.00 a.m. or 
so, and I started playing the tracks that I have on my phone, and it just soothes me, and I realised 
that I’ve actually come to use this as an emotional trigger for calm, depending on what it is, oral 
emotion. Quite good in an acting sense, so. He also tells me, I find I concentrate better with it and 
plays classical music while he studies. Apart from drama, Michael sings in one of the school’s vocal 
ensembles. In the ensemble, they also teach basic note reading and theory, which he finds very 
useful. Legato teaches you, and so I thought that’s actually really useful …. After Year 12, Michael 
would like to get some experience in community music theatre, and then, hopefully, go to university 
to study drama. Despite the aforementioned growing interest in classical music, Michael explains 
that he would not listen to Mozart around his friends. I think they would find it a bit weird actually. 
“Why’s that?” I ask. Because it’s just not usually what a teenager of this day and age would listen 
to. 
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Michael was raised in a Catholic family, and his father was previously a priest. My Dad was a 
Jesuit at the school. When his parents met, Michael’s father left the priesthood to marry his mother. 
Michael attended church every Sunday and was an altar server until his parents divorced, and now 
only his father goes to church, and is a dedicated member of the congregation. Although he came 
from a supportive Catholic family, Michael’s religious identity was always a challenge, I was de-
sensitised to it as I was growing up, because I was bombarded with it from a very early age, and 
like I once believed in God and then I didn’t, and now I do again … now it’s a very essential part of 
me. Michael tells me that, at school, I’m the Eucharistic Minister, and in Liturgy, I was part of the 
Liturgy group …. I ask him what the process of becoming a Eucharistic Minister is. You elect it 
yourself, you choose to be. He tells me that it involves a lunchtime training session and quite a 
simple process. Michael enjoys being a Eucharistic Minister, it’s nice. It’s very good, yeah, but he 
does tell me that he does not like it when some students are irreverent and not respectful at Mass, 
although you do get some people coming up and giving you grief, irreverent and it’s kind of like, oh 
okay … it’s like, you get people coming up, and they are like laughing or something, at a joke that 
their friend just told them, and it’s like this isn’t a time for that, but then it’s also allowing you an 
experience, I guess I see it as like these people don’t see it as important as I do, so that’s up to 
them. 
One of the turning points for Michael to become a Eucharistic Minister, and also to confirm his 
religious identity at the school, was when he went on a voluntary school retreat, at the beginning of 
the year actually I went on retreat …. Yeah, yeah, and that’s really helped me, and I have just come 
back from retreat this past week as a Leader and that’s helped me connect spiritually and 
religiously, much more religiously to my upbringing, and it’s become more important to me … I 
think it was realising that subconsciously, I do rely on a relationship with God, but I had never 
really acknowledged it … It’s helped me connect my spirituality, which is how I connect 
emotionally I guess with both myself and the people around me predominantly, with where God is 
in my life. 
I ask Michael if there has ever been a song that has helped him with his religious identity. 
Definitely. “Can you tell me about that?” I ask.  Oh, it’s going to sound really, really bad, saying 
this, but the song “Ave Maria” by Beyoncé. Although Beyoncé usually writes secular songs, “Ave 
Maria,” meaning “Hail Mary,” is based on Schubert’s “Ave Maria,” which Beyoncé has arranged to 
an RNB style. It was this song that Michael presented to the other students at the retreat when he 
was leader, and because he used it at the retreat, it is a significant song for him. I used it as a song 
after my speech, and it’s, the more I looked into that especially, I was like this really is very deep 
and meaningful and I connect with it, and I connect with it because of my relationship with God. 
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And so it helped I guess strengthen it. I asked him how he went about choosing this particular song, 
Well, I really liked the song “I was Here” by Beyoncé, and I used that for my audition for senior 
vocal, actually no I didn’t in the end, I was going to and I didn’t, and that’s about making a 
difference and saying you know, this is me, this is who I am, I am here, I will make a difference, I 
will be remembered. In doing that, I looked at a few others songs by Beyoncé herself, and then I 
found that song, and then it was like, this is really beautiful, like initially I was like, yeah, yeah, 
yeah, cool, cool, cool, and then I started to listen to the lyrics a lot more, and it’s like, she was lost 
in so many ways, out in the darkness with no light, and then the cost of losing him, now for the 
Grace of God go higher, and it was like, oh wow, yeah, I can connect with that.  
He tells me that he also admires Beyoncé because she explores her relationship with God through 
music. Yeah, especially, I have seen interviews with her and things like that, and in almost every 
interview she says, “I am so thankful to God.” Yeah, and it’s quite powerful thinking … she has 
really worked all of her life and the fact that she has been able to hold onto that relationship with 
God and still be like, this isn’t necessarily all because of my hard work, like I have been dedicated, 
I have strived for the best, but then I also have to thank my Creator, I have to thank the person 
that’s given me this relationship with everyone around me. “That’s pretty powerful,” I add. It is, 
isn’t it? 
I ask Michael whether, now, when he hears the song, if it reminds him of the retreat and the 
meaning that the song had for him at that point in time. I do, yeah … my journey in retreat which 
was very, very an emotionally powerful time, it’s probably, both experiences even the most 
emotionally vulnerable I have ever felt, and so when that, it’s like a trigger to me, I think back and 
then I think, I still have to be thankful, I still have to remember that this was something and is still 
something that I hold very, very deep and very important. He tells me that although a lot of secular 
songs are chosen for the liturgies, he connects with them on a spiritual level because that is the 
song’s purpose. A lot of songs that don’t necessarily say anything about God, or to follow my Lord 
or anything like that, a lot of songs that are just about love. I connect very emotionally with, 
because I don’t think I have ever felt like I have loved anyone, personally, like even, people are like, 
oh, I really like the person and I really want a relationship with, I don’t think that I have ever felt 
that. Then when I think about God, to me, it brings love, for me …. So I feel like I do have, whilst I 
may not have experienced love or liked anyone personally enough to have a relationship with them, 
I do love God. He also tells me that modern Christian rock and things like that. I don’t connect with 
it as much as if they don’t say anything about God …. I don’t connect with Christian rock or 
religious lyrics if it, as much as I do necessarily with a song about love… I am not really sure, I 
think especially with things like Christian rock, I don’t, it’s too like …. There needs to be something 
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very poetic about a song I believe, because, I mean you can have your pop songs and things like 
that, and they can be just mindless and things like that, but when you try and put religious lyrics 
into that, to me it’s more so, people aren’t thinking about the lyrics, they are just thinking about the 
tune that’s going on in their head. I kind of feel like it’s almost like a way of brainwashing someone.  
[J: So you think that really what, the music that should be at Mass in order to engage young people 
should actually be, what the, what type of music?] 
I think it should be a very poetic song, it should mean, it should be full of emotion, it shouldn’t be 
like, yeah, I love you Jesus, yeah, and almost say, you’re my Lord, it can be like that surely if that’s 
what you’re into, but to me I don’t relate to that, because, yeah … there are songs by Rhianna that I 
believe hold a lot more spiritual meaning than someone just getting up onto a stage and saying, “I 
love you Jesus.” 
In my third interview with Michael, he confides in me about his sexuality and the difficulties he 
faces with his religious identity and his strong Catholic family values. I’m gay myself. When I ask if 
his father knows, he immediately responds no, no. He tells me that his father would completely take 
it out of context and not understand. I ask him whether his sexuality affects his religious identity 
and he says no, but feels that it may have an impact in the future. I feel like it’s subject to change, 
unfortunately I don't want that to happen of course because it is a big part of my life, but I do feel 
like it’s subject to change depending on my surroundings. Because I'm only what society creates me 
to be, you know I'm only what my surroundings say I am, so say right now, I'm in a Catholic school, 
my Dad’s ultra-Catholic, I have all these influences, most of my friends are actually either agnostic 
or atheist. I ask whether his friends then are influences on his Catholic faith. No. It's interesting 
though because they don't understand my religious beliefs, they don't understand because some of 
them know about my sexuality. Michael then goes on to describe how his friends judge him. 
Michael explains that his spirituality and religious needs are still the same, even if his family and 
friends do not know about his sexuality. Well yeah, because I look at it myself and I think well I can 
still connect to everything that I'm being taught in religion, I can still connect with everything that – 
all the teachings that I'm told by the Catholic church and decide on what I believe, I don't think that 
my sexuality has anything to do with it to be honest. Atheists and things that come through will take 
what they want and then they will – but I think the most important thing that anyone, atheist, 
agnostic, Catholic, Christian, religious, gay, lesbian can take from a religious school, is the morals 
that the school teaches, and that is what they will pick up no matter what, because of what they see 
going on around them …. I think it was more through my experiences than just what my Dad has 
said, I think it’s through my experiences of I have gone through quite a lot in my life, I’ve come to 
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terms with the sexuality that isn’t accepted in society today wholly, whilst it’s better than before …. 
I think people are more worried about religion – no people are – people are just as worried about 
the religious future of society as they were 100 years ago. I think it is exactly the same, we look 
back and we see people rife with immoral behaviour even in such hierarchies as the royalty and 
such like that, like it’s massive and then we think oh we’ve declined on our morals, we haven’t, we, 
whilst we’re changing, we remain stagnant in our nature as society that’s a bit …. 
 
Adolescents’ Musical Experiences 
Group A: “Music creates … kind of bonding moments” 
Family played a big role in influencing the participants’ listening experiences. Luke says, Well my 
cousin, he is in a band and he plays a lot of music, and I was kind of hanging around with them, 
listening to their music. Lori says, my Dad introduced me to the Beatles, but my brother introduced 
me to techno, which has significantly moulded her musical identity. Felicity agrees, describing how 
she is the youngest of five siblings, who passed on many of their CDs to her, but she also states that, 
I like to listen to jazz as well because I kind of like to sing jazz a little bit, so that’s part of like my 
musician-ness I guess, emphasising that her music training has influenced her musical identity. 
Luke says that the music he plays is also the music he listens to on his iPod. Luke emphasises that, 
Lyrics are very important to me … and how he likes music that has a big sort of driving force or like 
big crescendo moment in them. Tivo tells me how some of the music he listens to is influenced by 
his music lessons, such as his love of James Brown and jazz music. On a slightly different note, 
Joanna states that the music of Mozart is a big part of her drama play for school so she has been 
listening to it and now has a greater appreciation of Mozart’s music. I find in drama we are doing 
Mozart and I’ve actually been listening to quite a bit more Mozart …. Josie tells me how music 
creates a bonding time between her and her sister, Well, we talk and stuff like, we talk, but having 
the music it creates like me and my sister like scream our voices out as well, it’s kind of a bonding 
moment, yeah, like it’s great, we like sing, and we create some really funny moments with it, and 
when it’s on the radio and an awesome song comes on. 
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“To fill the silence” 
The participants also discuss how their friends influence their music choice, as they use their 
favourite songs to share and communicate with their friends. You just go like, have you heard this 
song, have you heard that, and you sort of pass it on to each other and like you get your music off 
each other and you go to concerts together and stuff like that …. The participants all agree that they 
listen to music every day, every moment and will listen to it pretty much just anytime I’ve got the 
time, unless they are doing a certain activity that requires silence and complete concentration, such 
as homework, but other students state that they still listen to music while doing homework. Huynh 
says it helps me get through the homework. The students tell me how they use music to fill the 
silence as music is just something to listen to rather than silence. The students give me an example 
of this. Josie and Jim tell me how there are times at parties when the music suddenly stops, and 
everyone reacts like where’s the music? Jim says, It’s like there’s silence, but everyone is still 
talking. Josie says, It’s one of those awkward moments. 
Tivo states how music, for me, it reflects what I have felt like, like throughout the day. Jim tells me 
how powerful music can be, I think actually probably is sometimes you listen to music, and it sort 
of brings up a taste that you have for dinner or you were listening to. 
 
Group B: “Endless possibilities” 
The participants tell me how they appreciate older styles of music, such as The Beatles, because of 
the musicians’ talent and the complexity of their music. I ask Michael what he listens to, as he has 
been fairly quiet up until this point, I just sort of listen to whatever everyone else listens to …. Jim 
tells me what type of music he likes to listen to, I like … something that has a really strong bass … 
goes into your other parts like your chest and it sort of pounds throughout your body, and it’s just 
like really awesome … things like what it does to you and it just feels, I don’t know, you sort of get 
lost within it. 
Annabelle tells me that songs that have expression are important to her. I just like the expression 
that is shown through the music. So, a lot of the time, people play music because they are trying to 
express themselves and your feelings and all that kind of stuff, so I kind of associate with a lot of the 
lyrics and even the melodies because a lot of the time there aren’t lyrics at all. So I don’t know, it’s 
kind of, a lot of the songs have like you know peaks and downfalls and that kind of stuff, it just kind 
of flows, I like listening to that. 
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Jim states, I love Mr Borgas’ classes because he plays classical music. When it’s just a quiet period 
… he will play some Bach or something … for English lessons. Jim explains that it is important to 
listen to music because it can make people realise, it makes them learn, and makes them think a bit 
more that they mightn’t have otherwise. 
Josie tells me how music creates endless possibilities and that it takes you beyond music and creates 
like pathways for you to talk to someone or for you to sort of listen by yourself, or just thoughts, 
creates thoughts in your mind and you just go from there. Jim agrees and describes how music is 
sort of like an endless search …. Furthermore, the students tell me how when other students 
disapprove of an artist they like, or want to skip the song.  Jim mentions it can be hurtful to you 
personally, even though you didn’t write the song. 
 
“Music creates a world you can retreat into” 
The students describe how music listening helps to stimulate various moods. Luke explains, I guess 
I play music more than I listen to music, because it just gets you in that mood, it’s like a hobby, 
something I do to relax, it will calm me down, relax and just sort of enjoy it more, than just sort of 
always having it there listening to it. Another student describes how he just uses music as 
motivation for homework or for cleaning his room. The students tell me about powerful musical 
experiences in their lives. They discuss, too, how music in movies can get really emotional. 
Tivo tells me that he chooses music depending on his mood or what mood he should be in. For 
example, he tells me how he likes to listen to meditation music when he does his homework. I ask 
Tivo how he decides which music to put on. My mood. You know, like I know my mood influences 
my music because if I am in a down mood I want to listen to sort of soft music and stuff like that. He 
tells me that if he has a stressful day at school, the first thing he does is to put music on, and just 
sort of relax a bit and just deep breathe. On the contrary, Tivo says that, when getting ready for a 
party, music gets me pumped. Josie says music gives her lots of energy. Building upon Josie’s 
comment, Joanna states how music creates a separate atmosphere, sort of world you can retreat 
into because it’s sort of different to you know your school life, it’s always different. Jim aims to 
explain it better for me. Like what you are thinking, and the way you are thinking and you sort of 
change onto something else listening to a different style of song. Annabelle agrees and states how 
music can change your perspective on an issue as well, if you are thinking about something and you 
sort of listen to music and in a way it helps you sort of see it the other way or, you know, sort of 
change your mind, you know, it kinds of helps. 
 Religious Music in Everyday Life    167 
 
Group C: “Just symbolic” 
Paul tells me of a powerful musical experience. It was when one of his songs was played at the 
school formal. They announced that it was his song before and after it was played. That felt good, 
yeah, I guess the first time really that my music was playing to quite a number of people. I mean I 
have played my own music before, like I have performed it as well, but that was kind of like, the 
stuff I recorded that I have kind of had saved away, now it was played to everyone and everyone 
seemed to enjoy it, so that was really nice …. Yeah, and then when they announced it, there was a 
big applause. 
Paul listens to the music of Ne-Yo, an American RNB artist who inspires his own composing of 
music. I just like the way that he writes his lyrics, actually. In particular, he is very smart in the way 
he does that, but just he always seems to have good music to it as well and so a lot of his producers 
are kind of being connected with a lot of what I have seen with what they’ve written for other artists 
as well, and that kind of music, but I guess that was just the first music that wowed me I guess like, 
yeah the first songs that I thought the music and the lyrics are just so good that I have to keep on 
listening and have to keep on finding more songs …. I guess that kind of inspired me to do my music 
the same way … do a good enough job that one day it can be, I don’t know, maybe compared to his 
music. 
Ron says that he listens to the genres of music that he plays in jazz and rock bands, such as jazz 
artist Miles Davis, or older style rock, like Led Zeppelin or Jimi Hendrix. He also explains that he 
does not like mainstream music on the radio, as it just kind of bores me … it’s all the same pretty 
much …. Ron also describes how he likes Indie folk rock and appreciates songs that demonstrate 
musical talent. He tells me about one Indie folk artist he admires. He is extremely musical and he 
knows, he is a multi-instrumentalist, so he got these whole like arrangements, it’s similar, if you 
think of an orchestra, he orchestrates except with Indie folk, so he’s got like, yeah, it’s weird, he’s 
got like flutes and like banjos, and …. 
Intrigued by participants constantly seeking music to which they can listen, I ask them “So are you 
saying, music is like a default?” The students agree, and tell me that it is the social norm and a way 
of life, and describe how music listening is also very easily accessible, because of technology. 
Amanda: Yeah, like I mean, and or, like when you’re on Facebook or whatever, someone will 
message you, like I’ve got friends that will send me links and stuff all the time, the music and stuff, 
and so then I will like listen to that, and then I will like click on it, and a couple of YouTube links 
and that might be like an activity that I do, and talk to my friends about it as well. 
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The participants tell me how they use technology a lot, and that it is now readily accessible through 
laptops, iPads, and iPhones. Samuel explains, I just get really into it, I am like, ’cause the Internet 
now with music is just incredibly easy to find so I am on like YouTube listening to an artist and like 
you choose the next song, and that’s really good and you choose another one, and then before I 
know it, it’s like [hours]. 
Ron explains how music helps him when he is under a lot of pressure with school demands. When I 
am under like pressure because I have a lot of work due and I am like really just, I’m worried a lot 
about all the different things … I would just listen to like, there’s like music that really has a sort of 
significance to me, a lot of the time. So, if it looked like, it’s just nostalgia always reminds me of 
something that, like I reconnect with sort of, that helps, yeah … They just, they are just symbolic … 
 
Adolescents’ Experiences of Liturgical Music 
Group A: “It’s a community” 
In an individual interview, Felicity reflects on the traditional music at her church, which is sung in 
Latin. Felicity tells me about the power of this music. Like, I feel like the Latin Mass is the Mass in 
the most truest sense of the word, it’s exactly what it’s meant to be. It’s not meant to be an 
attainment or an expression of your own personal what you like, you know. It’s a community and 
it’s coming together in the most, like – in the most supernatural way we can kind of thing. It’s 
something that’s really – you kind of can’t understand it and that’s kind of okay that it’s a mystery a 
little bit, which I think is something that was lost in Vatican II. Not that I’m saying that, like the 
Mass now is fine, it’s great, and sometimes I’ll go to charismatic Masses and you’ll really, really 
feel the Holy Spirit there …. 
 
“A real sense of togetherness and unity” 
Felicity tells me about the school’s annual Feast Day Mass, which is held in a church at the junior 
school, and is quite traditional in comparison to other Masses the school holds. She tells me that 
there is a different feel on this day, and the students want to get involved. But for that day, I know 
that people sing, because they do, and that’s different, because it’s something – I don’t know what it 
is. It’s something tapping into some tradition and some cultural thing that they’re happy to be part 
of John Murray and say that this is the feast’s day and we’re going to sing this. We like to be loud 
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and we like to say that we’re together and you have a real sense of togetherness and unity, 
especially because we’re with the Junior School, but in a really personal identity kind of way as 
well. Felicity tells me that the traditional music is one of her favourite parts of the Mass, where 
everyone sings, bringing a sense of unity. Felicity also talks about joining the junior and senior 
school into one community, which brings a sense of togetherness. And I can remember in the Junior 
School getting really excited with the Senior School people came, “Oh this is really exciting. We’re 
all together” and I think they really – I was thinking about this and I think the school’s really 
purposeful about making sure that – even though looking at the school on an everyday basis, 
religion here’s pretty dry and it’s pretty boring and it’s not really exciting people at any real way, 
the school is absolutely purposeful in making sure that our religious events are the biggest events of 
our year …. And it’s something really powerful and really central, and having people as people and 
there’s young people and it means that there’s an excitement there for the Mass that is real, and 
that when people say that teenagers don’t care about the Mass it’s not true, which means the Mass 
doesn’t care about teenagers. 
The participants discuss whether more participation in the Mass may yield a greater sense of 
community, and if music is one of the keys to making this happen. Huynh explains, to sum it up, I 
think it’s more about a community. Not necessarily community as in parish, but I’m thinking of a 
wider, massive community. There’s nothing better than going to … anywhere – and going to a Mass 
where you’re in that room with a whole bunch of random people, that you’re there for the same 
cause and it doesn’t matter where you are …. 
This sense of community and togetherness also permeates beyond Mass, into the Catholic school 
experience. In the final interview with Group A, Lori discusses the issue of being in a Catholic 
school and feeling accepting and everyone being friends. So, it’s a school that tries to provide a 
good education while at the same time tries to sort of teach Christian, specifically Catholic, ideals 
…. It’s so much like a community which is completely different to what I had at my last school. And 
it’s like everyone accepts everyone and even though there’s like certain groups, everyone is still 
friends with everyone. 
Felicity reflects on our discussion so far, looks up and says, I am really glad I am involved in a lot 
of things actually, because I am going to really miss school when I leave I think, because I have 
gone to this school since Reception, and my brothers went here and stuff, it’s kind of like, yeah, it’s 
definitely a second home which is weird but, yeah. 
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“Find spiritual expression through the music in religion” 
Huynh tells me a story of a Filipino church she went to that she really admired, they sing because 
they want to and that is their way — they’re very musical in that way. She talks about the sense of 
community, acceptance, and greater spiritual experience that this communal singing brings. 
Felicity tells me that the traditional Latin music at her church brings Mass to a whole new level of 
experience for her, and strengthens her religious identity. She tells me about this experience. The 
music there is just amazing. It’s really like – it’s like Palestrina and all this really amazing 
polyphonic choral stuff that’s just like amazing ... like an amazing moment in the church … it brings 
– it definitely brings the Mass to a new level. Katherine admits that her spirituality is certainly 
stronger because of the music, even if she does not understand how this may be the case. Yeah, 
actually. I’m not sure why but there’s – I think, yeah, Latin Mass I definitely – I have less time to 
think and stuff, but it feels – the thing about the Latin Mass I think is that it’s more of like a – not 
sure what it is– it’s like everyone is offering their prayers up towards – I feel like because it’s such 
an ancient ritual as well it just feels like something that’s really out of the ordinary. Like, it’s really 
special to be part of (that). 
 
“How I see myself” 
Felicity describes how her family has been a major influence in her own religious identity. I thought 
about it, my sister as well; they’ve always been a huge influence on me in terms of how I see myself. 
I’ve always compared myself to them and been trying to impress them, because I’m the youngest, 
I’m not sure, that’s kind of the culture, I wanted to be like them all the time. That’s normal. But 
that’s a huge part of the way I see myself, otherwise it’s like if they’re happy with me. If they’re 
approving of me, then I’m a good person kind of thing. So, a big part of me, discovering my own 
religion and my own spirituality and stuff, and making it my own personal discovery and that kind 
of thing, has been separating myself from that, consciously going – although pretty much, honestly, 
all my life I’ve always wanted to be like them. 
Felicity also describes how religion and church have been a normal part of our family life, and how 
they have become a way of life. We went to Bible study when we were younger and stuff, so that 
was just like an ordinary part of life, so it’s hard to distinguish from the ways in which they 
influenced me in that way and, as well, in that whole life and the way I see myself as a person and 
that kind of thing. She tells me how she sees family as having an inevitable impact on children’s 
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identity, often through a subconscious process. I don’t think you can ever really get away from the 
way you were raised, especially with religion and that kind of thing, and I think that although my 
parents have always been really black and white about, “You will go to church” … It’s been like, 
“This is real. This is the truth. If you don’t follow it, that’s a problem.” I ask Felicity whether her 
family’s religious identity challenged her own spirituality. It definitely did. It still does now to an 
extent, but I’m used to it. It’s kind of just an ordinary part. She gives me an example from when she 
was an early teen: Her older brother was rebelling and having issues with my parents and he did not 
want to go to church anymore. However, Felicity continued to go to church with her parents and not 
stay with her brother, so she felt guilty that she was betraying her brother. This raised a question 
about her morals and spirituality. “Oh well, am I doing the right thing here? Am I also letting them 
(her parents) down? What do they (her siblings) think of me taking my parents’ side?” 
Felicity tells me a personal story about how one of her brothers has recently told her parents that he 
is gay. She explains that her strong religious upbringing and her parents’ strong Catholic values 
caused confrontation in the family, and again, led her to question her own spirituality. That was a 
big issue. She follows on by telling me a story about a friend who, similarly, caused confrontation 
over her sexuality, challenging Felicity’s spirituality. I had a friend, she’s a mess and she needed a 
place to stay for a night. She was in town, and we live really close to town, and she called me and 
she was crying at 11 o’clock at night and she was like, “I need a place to stay tonight” and I was, 
“Okay. Yeah. Come. I’ve got a bed for you,” and then in the morning, I remember waking up and 
because she was a lesbian and she was talking to my parents about, she was going off to a Pride 
Night and my parents were like, “Whoa. What's going on here?” and I remember her having this 
big argument with my parents and I was, “Whoa. This is weird.” It seems that Felicity was torn 
between the secular culture in which she was embedded and the religious culture of her family. I 
didn’t know what to do. I mention this point (that it seems that Felicity is torn between her family’s 
religious culture and her social secular culture) and she strongly agrees and rhetorically states, Yeah 
what do I do with that? In confusion, and somewhat anxious, she talks about her worries with 
regards to this conflict, and gives me an example: “What if a friend confided in me and told me that 
she were gay, do I say, “You’re doing the wrong thing” or do I say, “I'm really glad you’re 
discovering yourself.” This is certainly a confusing and stressful point for Felicity, who states how 
it puts me in a weird position …. 
Felicity explains that many teenagers do, in fact, feel confused about spirituality and religion, as she 
describes how there is a lot of conflict between religious values and secular society. Like, I don’t 
think anyone is ever going to understand the fullness of any truth when you’re a human being, and 
you’re in this world that just miraculously is so bizarre and everyone’s just finding their way 
 Religious Music in Everyday Life    172 
 
around and no-one really knows what’s going on. And so, especially growing up, you receive the 
information you receive, and you’ll find out whatever you want to find out, but your life is destined 
to be, it’s meant to be a journey of learning and discovering more truth and coming closer to the 
person you’re meant to be and learning is part of that. She goes on to explain that another inhibiter 
is that religious leadership and teachers are living in a different generation, which again does not 
always coincide with their secular confrontations. I'm not sure if they’re sitting down thinking, 
“What do these teenagers need? How can we help them?” because if it was, then it would be a very 
different course, especially with religion, but also with Mass and that kind of thing. 
 
“Changing the culture of the entire school” 
In a group interview, Felicity discusses how society is changing and causing generational 
differences in religious views, I think it’s definitely because – I can really, really, really see the 
difference between my parents’ generation, because I feel like in that generation they turned 
against – because their parents were also – it was like the generation before them was, it was so 
culturally ingrained in them to be religious and just for the sake of being religious and it was the 
duty thing and not really a spiritual thing. So, from that starvation of spirituality, they turned the 
Baby Boomers like they really feel like turned away and rejected. 
Felicity tells me how she questions the school’s religious teachings and feels that these are taught 
because they are mandatory, rather than examining adolescents’ spiritual and religious needs. She is 
quite passionate on this issue, I'm not even sure if they’re trying to fulfil our spiritual needs. I feel 
like a lot of the time it’s just, “We’re going to teach things like this and we need to get this 
information across.” 
[J: So do you think that’s something they need to address?], I ask. 
Absolutely. I think if they’re ever expecting to be an effective part of the Catholic Church, like if 
you’re identifying yourself as Catholic, as a school, so you’d either embrace that and be the best 
you could be. If there’s no point in giving people traditions and giving people Mass and doing a 
whole section on Mary for half a year in Year 9 when it doesn’t speak to the people that it’s 
destined for. Like, if we’re the students in the school, then what’s the point if it’s not reaching us? 
And if they decide their objective is that they want people to leave the school Catholic, or do they 
want to let them leave the school as good people, or if they want to leave them with an 
understanding of why the Catholic faith is and then reject it for their own reasons, that’s fine. But I 
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think they need to work out what they want, because I feel like it’s conflicting and they’re trying to 
hold on to something that’s not necessarily the way that school is any more. She admits that this is 
not an easy or quick task, and states that it becomes a huge cultural task of changing the culture of 
the entire school …. 
Felicity views spirituality as connected with religion. I ask her whether she is spiritual, and she 
immediately connects it to her relationship with God as a defining aspect of who she is. Well, I kind 
of always believed in God, and always kind of – I’m not sure in that it’s never – like, not believing 
in God has never really worked out for me. It’s probably like a pretty – like, because that’s the way 
I’ve been raised, but also because it’s just like a fairly integral part of who I am, like in the way I 
think about myself. Like, my relationship with God is something that’s in the same way I have a 
relationship with myself kind of thing, and it’s become a bigger part of my life in the last few years, 
I guess. 
 
Group B: “Everything needs a bit of tradition” 
There are mixed responses from the students when discussing the use of secular and sacred music at 
Mass. However, most participants admit that they prefer the traditional music and recognise it as an 
important part of the Catholic identity. In the second group interview, the participants discuss the 
importance of tradition amongst themselves. 
Joanna: Yeah, everything needs a bit of tradition. I mean everything stems from the tradition in the 
first place, so you need to keep some of that. 
Josie nods and agrees. Well, without tradition, everything would be lost. I know tradition is 
important. 
Jim: It keeps it alive. 
The participants discuss the value and importance of tradition, and do not want to see tradition fade 
out. In this group interview, Michael explains that music must be chosen appropriately, otherwise 
we’re not fully understanding the Mass. 
Annabelle does not have much religious experience, other than at school. I think that the traditional 
elements are important because it’s what people can connect with in a Mass, as being a part of that 
Mass, and it might be more difficult for them to link the music to the actual content of the Mass if it 
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seems separate. Annabelle admits, however, that the Mass could be made more popular through the 
use of contemporary music, which may connect more with adolescents. 
Michael tells me that he likes tradition, and that it is a good source of familiarity and regularity for 
teenagers. I think some people, especially people that turn to the church as a source of constant 
being, every week, once a week, the same thing is recited …. Yeah, a lot of people that like 
structure, like the same structure… there are definitely teenagers that like the structure, and feel 
secure in that structure, because that’s what they are surrounded with their entire lives, you know, 
even though we went to school and then are changing to university, it’s a completely different 
structure and a lot of people don’t deal with it very well. So when you take away the fact that, and 
it’s an unfortunate thing, but when you take away maybe these songs that they’ve heard their entire 
lives, they may not be able to relate okay with the new songs. Michael emphasises the familiarity, 
security, and structure as being comforting to adolescents, which helps their religious identity. This 
is reinforced in a group interview, when a respondent states that, I love going to church and singing 
the songs from the book, but I know it off by heart because I’ve just gone there, I just know the 
songs. 
In a group interview, Joanna expresses her frustration over staff or students who suggest that new 
music is completely irrelevant to Mass. What annoys me is when I go to these meetings and people, 
they start suggesting random songs that don’t have any relevance to the Mass and I’m just like 
really? Just think over what you’re choosing because like – we don’t end up losing it, but I don’t 
think we have to put in modern music for people to participate. It’s not going to make a difference 
at all. Josie emphasises the fact that modern music does not automatically increase engagement by 
adolescents, and that traditional music is often more closely related to Mass, emphasising the 
message and meaning of the Mass in a better way. 
In this group interview, the participants suggest that traditional music should sit alongside secular 
music in Mass; that there is a place for both. 
Joanna: To be honest, I think there’s a time and place for both. I do agree with the fact that there 
should be youth Mass, there should also be family Mass, there are Masses for certain things and I 
think the reason why there is a youth Mass is because that is the audience. It’s just like writing in 
terms of your assessment piece, writing the testimonies, you’re writing to a particular audience, 
you’re trying to persuade your particular audience. I think that goes in saying in Masses there’s a 
time and a place for modern music. There is also a time and place for traditional music. And I think 
once you start mixing both – it depends on the way you mix it. If you mix it in a way that’s it’s just 
wrong, then it’s like putting a green sweater with a pink skirt, you don’t do that. Do you know what 
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I mean? Jim agrees, but emphasises that the songs must be chosen carefully to suit the Mass and the 
messages being conveyed. What use is it – like she said, putting two things together, like what use is 
it having a song everyone knows and then the next song no one knows. It doesn’t work. 
 
“They don’t understand the traditions” 
In the second group interview, the participants discuss the traditional elements of the Mass and how 
teachers perceive some students to be ignorant towards the Mass. The participants suggest that it is 
not necessarily that the students are ignorant, but rather that they do not understand Mass, or do not 
understand the meaning behind the Mass. Joanna explains to me, I think it’s more of – I find, in 
terms of Masses and participation, I find it’s because people have no idea what’s happening. They 
don’t understand the traditions, they don’t really understand what they’re saying … they’ve all 
been taught to reply with this and say this because you just say it … it’s a bit weird if no-one knows 
what they’re saying – especially, I think teenagers are at that point in their lives when they don’t 
know what they believe and they don’t know whether they do or whether they don’t. Joanna also 
emphasises that teenagers are at that transition stage, when she believes it is even more important 
that teenagers learn the meaning behind the material in Mass to better understand it. 
In Michael’s last group interview, he recognises the importance of religious music being open to 
interpretation to students of all faiths and stages of their spiritual journey. I would rather listen to 
someone sing about love, rather than someone singing about a love for God. Because whilst I have 
that love for God, I understand the person sitting next to me might not and they might not be 
engaging. 
Michael tries to explain to me why music is such a powerful medium: Because music is something 
that almost everyone can connect to on a subconscious level. Psychologically, it changes the way 
that we think and it creates a stimulus within our minds that almost drives us to think deeper about 
what we are being told, and when we, like say when we take on board something like our memory, 
people may not have listened to the homily that’s gone before. People may not have, like they may 
have heard snippets, I know I do it … . Michael says, I think if they find spiritual expression through 
the music in religion, they will be much more inclined to turn to it (religion). 
Josie agrees and explains how church can bring a sense of connection to others. We walked down 
the front and I sat with a whole bunch of different people who were already into it and the 
connection, it’s almost like you feed off of everyone that’s around you. 
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Michael explains to me, in an individual interview, how many secular songs, when played in a 
sacred context, can actually be just as powerful, if not more powerful to adolescents’ spirituality 
and religious identities, than typical Catholic songs. Yeah, more things like, things that we can 
connect with, things that we’ve heard on our radios and things like that. Stuff like, there’s a lot, like 
Beyoncé’s “Ave Maria.” Like that is an incredibly powerful song, but they will refuse to use it, 
because they’re like, but it’s by Beyoncé, like she’s almost a sex icon in today’s society. They can’t 
separate the artist from the song and that’s an issue. When they do that, I think they will get more 
people my age involved. Michael emphasises the generational differences in music and spirituality 
as an inhibiter to adolescents’ engagement with religious music, today. 
Annabelle is not religious and takes her own meanings from the songs at Mass. Well, an interesting 
thing about songs is that you can kind of make them mean whatever you want them to mean. 
Annabelle provides an interesting perspective on the use of secular songs in a sacred setting, a lot of 
the time, yes we do sing a lot of religious songs, like say if the closing song, if she (music teacher) 
picks a Bruno Mars (secular) song, … they’re taking some random song like “Count on Me” and 
making it religious, and I guess I do the opposite. I’ll take their religious songs and get the meaning 
from it that makes sense to me in a slightly less religious light. 
 
“They’re quite separate places” 
I ask Michael to tell me about the religious music at the school. Monotonous. “Monotonous? Why 
do you say that?” I ask. It’s just the same thing, it’s just monotonous. I ask Michael about the 
voluntary Mass, as I found it to be noticeably different, and quite contemporary, in my 
observations. The voluntary Mass seems a lot more inviting, mostly because it’s not almost forced 
upon you, and it’s in a warmer, nicer environment, it’s not cold, and hard shiny floor gym. He 
explains how the space has a big impact on the religious experience. Yeah, well whether you find a 
warehouse or wooden place inviting, or a hall, you know, they’re quite separate places, one of them 
is a bit more formal, one of them is kind of like, oh, this has a sense of like purpose, whilst the other 
one is a bit makeshift … and it’s really impersonal almost. Like they are talking to you, but there 
isn’t a physical closeness, because you can hear the echo and everything, it’s almost like a really 
weird far away they are talking to someone else. I ask Michael how this changes his engagement 
with the Mass. I sit in Mass at the end of the year, oh my God I’ve got an exam here …. It’s so cold, 
it’s harsh. It’s harsh in there, it’s a harsh environment. 
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Michael also recognises this cultural change, I am sure in 50 years’ time, 60 years’ time, I will be 
like oh dear, music this day, what’s music like now, all this stuff, because I will be holding onto the 
fact that I don’t want change. Of course, I do understand the importance of progression and things 
like that, but they I guess like I couldn’t, I wouldn’t be able to understand, say for instance, if acting 
lessons changed. I wouldn’t be able to understand why, because I connected so deeply with them, 
why can’t these people? So when people that are trying to keep the music the same that are like, oh, 
but this is so important, like this is no, I remember this song, I really reflected with it. 
Joanna tells me how she tries to incorporate God’s teachings and like Jesus’ teachings into my life, 
but she also articulates the difficulties, It’s hard to in modern day society …. She tells me how 
many teenagers choose the periods in which they want to identify as Catholic. I reckon they switch 
it on and switch it off a lot depending on their social environment. She says it is easier as she gets 
older not to conform to peer pressure, and she is more open about her strong Catholic identity. 
Going to Mass at school each week is important to Joanna, as it’s the same sort of thing each week, 
it gets me into the mood. 
 
“God can speak through music” 
In my final Group B interview, I ask the participants to tell me the purpose of religious music. 
Joanna speaks first. Well, I’d say that music has sort of a unique ability to move people and to 
appeal to emotions on a spiritual nature of people. So, I’m trying to evoke that spiritual feeling and 
people during Mass or a chapel service of some sort, then religious music would be an obvious 
step. … You definitely find like in the origins of music itself would be connecting to spirits and that 
kind of cultural bonding together. I think it probably – yeah, the way that it unites people is 
probably something significant like when – when we’re all singing the same song, we all feel very 
united as a school and that kind of thing, and it’s something that’s out of the ordinary I guess. Jim 
agrees. I guess that whole sense of celebration as well, because Mass in essence, is a celebration of 
Jesus, so it’s just to mark the occasion and tie it all together I guess. 
Michael tells me about the purpose of music at religious school events, I think it’s to make you feel 
something. I ask him to clarify what he means. I guess it’s when the voice of whoever is talking to 
you isn’t there, it’s kind of like people that relate more to someone like saying something to them 
that is very powerful, can listen to the people talking about religion and then when the music is 
going on in the background, the people that don’t necessarily connect with someone’s speech, can 
think, can reflect, and kind of be like, okay, no this does kind of make sense to me, other than just 
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sitting there and a silence that they feel they need to fill, or else they will end up talking and things 
like that, you know, it’s one of those things, it’s a house-keeping instrument and then it’s also an 
instrument for reflection and connection with those sitting inside the church and those up on …. 
Annabelle provides a non-religious perspective on the music, reflecting on her the engagement of 
her Catholic peers at Mass, and articulates that music has a strong way of connecting to people, 
when people say God can speak to them through something (like music), I guess you can take that 
to mean that they’ve had a moment of insight because of something, or that they can find great 
meaning in something because, for them, God is the thing that gives them meaning in life and 
spirituality is something more than their everyday life, so I guess if God speaks to them, it’s like 
they found something that’s more than an everyday occurrence and just has a greater meaning for 
them. So, in that sense, I think that definitely music is an obvious thing to pick because people often 
say that they’re moved by music or that it’s really deeply affected them in some way. So, if you're 
finding that kind of really great impact or that it’s had that massive influence and they've been so 
effective, then definitely I’d say that if you can take my non-religious look at what God means, if 
you take that meaning of finding that then yes, God can speak through music. Yeah, there would 
have been moments where I’ve certainly had to think about it (Christianity) but states that she has 
never reached the point where she wanted to become a Christian. 
Annabelle provides a unique perspective and feels that Catholic identity is strongly connected to 
community spirit. I think that it is certainly nice to have that kind of community. It sounds like they 
(referring to Catholics) have something really special. I don’t think that that has to be religious, but 
just hearing about that kind of thing, it obviously makes you kind of wish that you could have that 
for yourself …. However, she does state that there are other ways of finding community than the 
church. 
 
“An expression of yourself” 
Throughout the interviews, the terms spirituality and religion have often been used somewhat 
interchangeably, so I ask the students to clarify what they mean by spirituality. Michael talks about 
the difference between what he is taught in school about spirituality as opposed to what he 
considers spirituality to be. What we’re taught in religion actually, especially right now, is that 
spirituality is an expression of oneself, in a religious context, not necessarily with the connection of 
religion, it could be, your religion could be an expression of yourself, but it doesn’t always mean 
that. If you’re both religious and spiritual, then there’s more than likely going to be that connection 
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…. I believe that spirituality is our expression …. I believe that it’s how we, it is how we define 
ourselves, like, for some people it could be their sexuality. I’ve noticed like some people are very, 
you know, out and proud and like, they’re like, I’m gay, I’m here, I am going to be political about it. 
For some people, it’s their conservative views. They like to express their belief through that, and 
it’s hard to explain, I might come up with something else. Okay, for me, my spirituality has adapted 
through the Arts. In fact, music I was introduced to very young, I have developed on that, I’ve learnt 
on that and moved to express myself, where I have found more expression, like physically, physical 
expression through actually painting, and then I’ve moved to drama, where I combine, oh, I will say 
it like this, okay. Music for me is expressing my emotion through how I see it. … I can really 
connect well and I believe that, that story of my spirituality can connect, because I love to express 
it. It’s hard to understand …. We now define spirituality to be an expression of yourself, but an 
expression of your religion, and so when someone says, I really love playing soccer, that could be 
their spirituality, that could be how they calm themselves, how they connect with their surroundings 
and with their inner self. 
Michael tells me how this view of spirituality conflicts with his father’s traditional Catholic belief 
that spirituality is religious, as opposed to spirituality being separate from religion. He then 
elaborates on teenagers’ views today, I think it’s more they’ve been turned away from the 
stereotypes of religion, and they found another way to express themselves. They may not necessarily 
know that it’s their spirituality without being taught, no, no, no, no, no, whilst yes religion can be 
an expression of spirituality, you also have spirituality through other ways …. Yeah, spirituality, in 
a secular society is without God necessarily, and that’s what we live with today, so, someone may 
sit down in front of a keyboard and find pure bliss, someone may stand in front of a class and teach 
and find that exact same enjoyment. Michael sums up what spiritualty is: It’s an expression of 
themselves really. It’s an expression of what they hold important in their lives. Spirituality is almost 
our passion, our drive, what helps us be better people almost …. 
In terms of how the school caters for the religious and spiritual needs of adolescents, Michael says, 
I think it’s through a mixture of co-curricular and weekly Mass. We have voluntary weekly Mass 
usually, and then we have chapel services on a set day for each year level, but through like being 
able to offer people hobbies and things like that, that brings together united team mates and things, 
and that’s a sense of community. … The reason that a lot of people go to church is because they 
find that sense of community comfort. 
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Group C: “Invoking God in the lyrics” 
Paul reflects on his parish experience, and explains his traditional religious music preferences. I 
think just because I am used to the traditional, I think that, yeah, I would probably prefer to hear 
traditional music at my church, and I think contemporary wouldn’t really suit my church either 
because it’s generally like I am one of the youngest, and it’s generally the elderly and kind of 
middle-aged people that would go. Paul emphasises the importance of matching the music to the 
cultural context and audience, but does still recognise the importance of continuing tradition. 
On the contrary, unless she is singing in the ensemble, Amanda does not go to voluntary Mass, as 
she feels that it loses too much tradition and therefore loses the essence of Mass. I'm religious, but I 
don’t like these voluntary Masses and I won’t go to them and I don’t like this chapel service. … 
(There are some people) who really want the voluntary Masses to be more like the ones they get 
outside of school and they want them to be meaningful … then you’d realise that it is actually a very 
important part for the religious people and that gets overshadowed by negative feedback from those 
who aren’t actually so religious. 
Paul tells me about his experience of leading the congregation in music at Mass. It feels good, like I 
really enjoy playing those types of songs …. I don’t know whether they have more meaning … it 
feels good and then when they get involved, like it’s the closing song and they all start clapping, or 
they all start singing, then that feels, you know, even better, and then when you get out of the Mass 
and you can hear them, you can hear some of the people like humming it or singing the tune 
afterwards, then that feels really good and then when they come up and say, oh, you played well 
today and the liturgical group did well during Mass, then that’s also a good feeling as well. 
Interestingly, Paul tells me that he goes to church every week with his family, out of choice, but is 
not involved in the music there, as it is his time of reflection. 
I ask the participants what they would think if they heard a particular secular song in Mass and then 
heard it on the radio. 
Ron: I wouldn’t think of it as a Mass song, but I’d understand that there was invoking God in the 
lyrics. In the context of it being sung in a Mass, I think it encourages that line of thought, but I can’t 
speak for them and say that they are thinking this, I can’t read minds. 
Amanda disagrees: I don’t think on the whole it has a distinctly religious message, even in the 
context of a Mass. Like, I don’t think they would leave that Mass thinking like wow, where love has 
taken on a whole new meaning. 
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Samuel adds how secular music could be a way of supporting one’s religious or spiritual journey. 
Yeah, and I think definitely secular music can be like a bridging point for someone who’s not 
religious at home, doesn’t go to Mass outside of school and then they can see Mass at school as 
something they can connect to because other students do and it’s something that culturally they 
understand. 
In a group interview, Amanda states that, I actually don’t mind either way too much. The hymns and 
the traditional stuff are good in their own way, I actually quite enjoy the hymns at Mass, but that’s 
me. I quite like some of the more secular songs. I always find it quite interesting to see how they 
integrate a secular song into a Mass and they can draw meaning from that. 
Samuel describes how their generation is different from the past. I think that because we’re such a 
fast-paced society compared to back then, churches are very slow reflecting time. Like most of the 
music is very – well the opening/closing hymns are sort of upbeat, but the other ones are slow and 
reflective. I know our society seems to like more upbeat sort of things. 
 
“A way of thinking” 
I ask Paul what it means to be Catholic. A different view on life I guess, that sense of you’re not just 
walking around alone half the time, you know, you’ve got God watching I guess, and it’s 
somewhere there I guess. Yeah, and just like kind of a more of a spiritual sense and like 
understanding everything around you more than the average person would. I think you have to go 
to church to be strictly Catholic, but I think if you don’t go to church and you go to a Catholic 
school, I think you’re more kind of spiritual than you are intensely religious I guess. I mean if you 
still believe in God, I guess that means you’re religious, so but I think if you want to really focus on 
God and have God as a part of your life, then you have to go to church. 
Samuel tells me that being Catholic provides another perspective on life. Probably, it’s just a way of 
looking at what’s meaningful and what’s not. So, if there was something that I wanted to hold onto 
from their school, it would be the ability to always try and work out what’s going to be able to help 
others, what’s going to be able to probably just make me happy with myself. Because I think that – 
they keep on telling us, and it’s very true, that after we get outside the school, we’re not going to 
have to set times for reflection, all these activities that make us just stop and take a look at our lives 
for a bit, so even if it’s just the goal to give myself some time in the day to reflect on life and think 
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about the decisions that I make. It’s basically just a way of thinking about the decisions that you 
make. 
 
Conclusion 
St John Murray Catholic College’s Jesuit values are evident in all aspects of schooling life, and 
have a significant impact on the students’ religious identities. The participants identify the value of 
Catholicism, despite a mixture of beliefs and religious backgrounds. The participants view liturgical 
music as an integral part of religious worship; adolescents draw their own meaning from the music. 
They enjoy a mixture of secular and liturgical music for religious worship and have a great 
sensitivity to the mixed religious views of adolescent culture. The participants are confident in 
expressing the difficulties they face with their own religious identities, and liturgical music seems to 
be an important source of fulfilment through which they can source support for their own religious 
identity work. 
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Chapter Seven: Findings 
Introduction 
Religious music is a significant part of Catholic tradition and the Catholic school identity. In order 
to understand adolescents’ everyday experiences of religious music in Catholic schools, it is 
important to recognise what informs the delivery of music in Catholic schools: the Catholic 
religion. The Catholic ethos provides values, traditions, and beliefs to guide daily living, and is a 
core component of the Catholic school experience. As I have identified in my review of the 
literature, music in general (non-religious) is a highly influential aspect of adolescents’ identity 
work (D. H. Hargreaves, 2004; Hargreaves et al., 2002b; North & Hargreaves, 2008), particularly as 
a form of cultural communication amongst peers (Barna, 2001; Barrett, 2011) within and beyond 
their school experience. Adolescents choose music to be a part of their lifeworlds, inevitably 
shaping their identities. 
This chapter will: 
 Synthesise the data in order to provide an overarching understanding of adolescents’ 
identity work in Catholic schools. 
 Draw key themes, differences, and significant issues from the findings, which intersect 
with the existing literature. 
 Answer the research questions, drawing upon the key findings that have emerged. 
 Acknowledge existing research gaps, and further exploration that may be undertaken. 
By initially addressing religion and music separately, the research provides a deeper understanding 
of the role that religious music plays in adolescents’ identity work. I have separated this chapter into 
three distinct parts: 
Part A: Music and Religion – First, I will provide a synthesis of the narratives (Chapters Four, Five 
and Six) and the key literature (Chapter Two) on adolescents’ everyday experiences of (non-
religious) music and the ways in which music, and then religion, influence their identity work. This 
synthesis will be constructed in order to respond to Research Question 1, and will also provide a 
summary of the religious and musical identities that adolescents bring to their schooling. 
Part B: Religious Music – Part B will address religious music and the related research questions. 
These include how Catholic schools use religious music (research question 2) and adolescents’ 
everyday experiences of religious music (research question 3). 
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Part C: Impact of Religious Music on Identity Work – Finally, Part C will provide a summary of 
Parts A and B and will draw conclusions pertaining to the overarching research question, “What 
role does religious musical experience play in adolescent identity work in Catholic schools?” 
Key: 
CS1 – Case Study One, Immaculata Catholic College 
CS2 – Case Study Two, Westcourt Catholic College 
CS3 – Case Study Three, St John Murray Catholic College 
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Part A: Music and Religion 
Musical Identities 
Finding One: The participants displayed a broad array of musical identities in their schooling 
experience. These identities are shaped by three common factors: family, ethnicity, and religious 
experience. 
On learning about the participants’ upbringing and everyday experiences of music, it was evident 
that their musical identities were influenced by a wide variety of experiences. Within these 
experiences, three shaping forces emerged as influential: family, ethnicity, and religion. As I 
engaged with the participants further, their diverse and rich musical identities unfolded. I 
discovered a little more about the musical experiences in participants’ lives, which provided greater 
understanding about their engagement in religious music. The participants told me stories about 
significant times in their lives, when they were exposed to cultural music throughout their religious 
traditions or family heritage, and shared stories of their most vivid musical memories.  
Family 
Family played a significant role in shaping the vast range of musical identities that students brought 
to their schooling. Students identified significant individuals, most notably family members, who 
influenced and shaped their musical identities. They expressed their appreciation for older styles of 
music; an appreciation shaped by listening to their families’ records and CDs. Other participants 
were introduced to different musical genres, such as classical or jazz music, that stemmed from 
their parents’ music preferences, while other participants identified styles of music that were 
influenced by cousins and extended family members. Several participants were fortunate to have 
members of their families who identified as being musicians, often teaching and performing music 
within the household. For example, Lori’s father would sing and play guitar to her, especially the 
music of The Beatles, which she has come to love and appreciate. Literature on social identity 
theory (see Chapter Two) identifies that family is one of the many constructs that influence identity 
work. Many authors (Borthwick & Davidson, 2002; Cleaver 2009; Crawford & Rossiter, 2006; 
Byng-Hall, 1998) have also identified the clear link between family influences on identity work. 
Ethnicity 
Another common shaping force of the participants’ rich musical identities was ethnicity. 
Participants’ ethnic culture and related musical experiences shaped their exposure to a wide variety 
of cultural music. Sharing these cultural musical experiences and songs with their peers, widened 
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their peers’ musical identities. The participants shared their stories and were proud to be connected 
with a unique cultural and musical identity. For example, Chang and Tasmyn are of Vietnamese 
background and love Vietnamese pop music, as well as Korean pop music, which is also popular in 
Vietnam. This finding is consistent with the work of McCall and Simmons (1978), who outlined 
that our identities are culturally-shared and created. Our ethnic identities significantly impact our 
musical identities, demonstrating how our identities are inter-related and ever changing. 
Religious experience 
Religion is another influence on adolescents’ musical identities, which was revealed in the study. 
Students who attended religious events or church (outside of school), brought unique musical 
experiences and influences to their musical identities. The participants described the variety of 
musical experiences from their religious affiliation, such as Latin (Roman Catholic) Mass music, 
Pentecostal contemporary music, and Buddhist chants. Hanh, a devout Buddhist, attends her 
Temple every week, and through this attendance has been introduced to a wide range of traditional 
Buddhist music. Huynh, of Filipino background, describes the vibrant musical culture and tradition 
of singing at her church. The participants emphasise the importance of music in their religious 
traditions, particularly the importance of music for enhancing the ambience of the worship, and for 
fostering a sense of community. At times, the participants reflected on these experiences when 
discussing music at their school, and compared music at their places of worship to school music, 
and identified how these were similar and different. 
Further, the findings revealed the ways in which adolescents use music for a range of purposes, 
including as a tool for social dialogue, to inform group identity status, and as a means of self-
expression in personal identity work.  
 
Finding Two: Music is an important cultural resource for adolescents’ identity work, regardless of 
musical experience, and music is used as a tool to participate in social dialogue and to inform group 
identity status. 
All the participants clearly considered music to be central to their lifeworlds. Although their 
musical experiences were significantly different, the ways in which the participants conceptualised 
their musical understanding and musical significance in their lives was very clear; music was an 
important part of their social worlds, adolescent culture, and their social interactions (Frith, 2004; 
Laughey, 2006). While the literature on musical identities of adolescents is plentiful, particularly 
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from a psychological perspective (North & Hargreaves, 1999; Schwartz, Côté, & Arnett, 2005; 
Sloboda et al., 2001), what this finding adds is an understanding of how music is used as a cultural 
resource to achieve group identity status among adolescents, specifically through music as social 
dialogue. Closely aligned with symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1986), adolescents use music as a 
way of negotiating and presenting their identity to others in their social worlds (Frith, 2002, 2004).  
For example, Francis discussed the way in which music was similar to a mask, changing the way 
people would view him dependent on the music to which he listened.  
Most participants discussed how they listen to music “every day,” and that they rarely leave home 
without their iPods (CS3); music is an inescapable part of their lifeworlds. With rapidly-developing 
technologies, the accessibility of music is effortless along with the sharing of music through social 
media, such as MSN, Facebook, and Twitter.35 Observing students in the schoolyard, or moving 
onto their school bus, I witnessed many students using earphones, or in some cases (noted in CS1) it 
was fashionable to let their earphones hang down their shirts when not in their ears; this was 
perhaps another way to project music as a much favoured part of identity. 
As Kate (CS1) suggested, music is similar to clothing brands; one needs to wear what is popular to 
be accepted in adolescent culture, a practice that projects a particular image about oneself. Kate said 
that music is no different. It was clear that the participants all want to achieve a sense of 
“normality” and to be accepted across the adolescent world. The music that adolescents listen to, 
share, and identify with, according to adolescent culture, indicates a great deal about their personal 
identities, consequently badging themselves into a particular group identity status. Consistent with 
the literature discussed in Chapter Two, adolescents often use music purposely to “badge” 
themselves (Frith, 1981, 1996), or others, with a particular music identity, as they strive for a sense 
of acceptance and normality (D. H. Hargreaves & Hargreaves, 1967; North, Hargreaves, & O’Neill, 
2000; Tarrant et al., 2002). 
The work of Goffman (1959), although not explicitly about music, does provide an understanding 
of how adolescents “mask” themselves to either hide or to project a particular identity. In doing so, 
this may perhaps help them to achieve the desired group identity status and acceptance to which 
they aspire. This real self or “core/true self,” according to Goffman, is always a part of adolescents’ 
lifeworlds, but is constantly shaped by their cultural environment. Adolescents’ personal and social 
identities, then, are culturally-shared and created (McCall & Simmons, 1978). This finding also 
resonates with the literature on role-identity theory (McCall & Simmons, 1978), with similar 
findings to the work of Goffman (1959) on the dramaturgical view of the self; adolescents 
                                                             
35 Social media communication websites. 
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individually “perform” certain roles, depending on their interactions with their social group. For 
example, in drama classes, it was socially acceptable for Michael to listen to the music of Mozart, 
as it was related to his role in the class’s drama production. However, Michael admitted he would 
neither listen to nor share his love of Mozart around his other peers, but would rather describe how 
he loved mainstream music in order to achieve a sense of normality. This attitude was also 
reinforced in Michael’s group and individual interviews. In his individual interviews, Michael 
described to me how he regularly listens to Mozart and classical music, as he appreciates the 
complexity of the music. However, in the group interviews, when asked what music he likes to 
listen to, Michael stated, I just sort of listen to whatever everyone else listens to…. 
As intricate as it may seem, adolescents’ musical identities are shaped on a daily basis through 
different social interactions, new discoveries in the musical world, and cultural expectations.  
Learning about how music informs the social identities of adolescents can provide a deeper 
understanding of adolescents’ lived experiences of music and the ever-changing nature of identity 
work. Music informs the ways in which adolescents use music to define themselves and others (D. 
H. Hargreaves & Hargreaves, 1967; Hargreaves & North, 1997), and significantly impacts on their 
identity work. Furthermore, understanding how music can be a symbolic activity (Frith, 1987, 2007; 
Laughey, 2006) emphasises the way in which the self is a product of symbolic interactionism 
(Blumer, 1986; Mead, 1934), whereby the self participates in a continual process of reflexivity, 
engaging with the “self” and the “other.” 
 
Finding Three: Music is an important resource in adolescents’ personal identity work, particularly 
for a sense of “companionship” and emotional fulfilment. 
In addition to music being an important part of adolescents’ social identity work, it also proved to 
be an important part of adolescents’ personal identity work. Whilst it can be recognised that music 
informs a number of factors in adolescents’ personal identity work (DeNora, 2000; Juslin & 
Sloboda, 2010; Hargreaves & North, 1999; Sloboda & O’Neill, 2001), two particular key themes 
emerged: music supports companionship, and emotional fulfilment. 
Throughout the interview process, I was aware of adolescents’ constant sourcing of music anytime 
they were alone. Jimmy stated he was, not a fan of silence. Whilst it was difficult for the 
participants to articulate, the theme of music as companionship was deeply embedded and 
manifested throughout the research process. In the presence of music, the participants sensed a 
feeling of “companionship” that was comforting, bringing a sense of not feeling alone. Some 
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students expressed this sense of “not being alone” by a constant need to listen to music, while others 
expressed it by playing their musical instruments or by composing music. Nonetheless, silence was 
avoided and music eradicated the feeling of being “alone”, bringing a sense of companionship. For 
example, Francis likes listening to music when driving a car, as it eradicates silence and brings a 
sense of companionship. 
The participants also identified the way in which music was a consistent and reliable part of their 
lives. They described the way music will always be there (CS1) to support them through all aspects 
of their lives; perhaps an underlying expression of the unreliable nature of human existence. The 
participants described the way in which music lyrics helped them better understand the world, or 
how they felt as if the music could understand them; a source of knowledge and emotional 
fulfilment. This resonates with Barna’s (2001) assertion that music for adolescents can become a 
life-philosophy. 
Whilst I had predicted the importance of music in adolescents’ identity work, I did not suspect the 
deep relationship that adolescents had with music, and the way it gave them a sense of wholeness 
and personal satisfaction, contributing to their general identity work. The participants provided 
examples of how music helped them during difficult times in their lives, and, for some, gave them 
their only sense of stability in a somewhat unstable and unpredictable world. Music as a way of 
self-improvement was also evident, when participants chose music with positive or affirming lyrics. 
 
Religion 
Finding One: Adolescents bring a broad array of religious identities to their Catholic schooling. 
In all three schools, practising Catholics made up only a small proportion of the students. Francis 
(2002) argues that we can no longer consider Catholic schools to be a single-faith community, and 
this was certainly evident across all three case studies. The three schools’ students included: 
Catholics, both practicing and non-practicing; Christians; members of other faiths, such as 
Buddhism and Islam; Atheists; non-religious affiliation; and those who consider themselves 
spiritual, rather than religious. Many participants described their confusion, and an ongoing quest 
for their religious identity, as they progressed throughout adolescence. 
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Catholics 
The participants who identified themselves as Catholics, either practising or non-practising, did so 
on their own terms. For example, the participants identified what it meant to be Catholic in unique 
ways, whether they identify as being Catholic through baptism, because their family and school are 
Catholic, or whether they attend a church on a regular basis. Some adolescents regularly attend their 
local parish and uphold all aspects of their Catholic faith. Others described the way they believe in 
the Catholic faith, or parts thereof, but did not attend a local parish. Many did not attend church 
regularly, due to family and work commitments, but primarily due to time constraints because of 
school co-curricular activities and homework. It seems that by identifying as Catholic these students 
were choosing to attach a label to themselves, rather than to enact a faith. Gareth stated he was 
Catholic only because, my parents had me baptised when I was a baby so there was not much I 
could do about that. 
Dillon (1999) uses the term “pro-change Catholics” in order to identify those who “re-interpret 
Catholicism … as they confront the identity dilemmas associated with the globalism and 
fragmentation of late modern society” (p. 8). Adolescents in this study clearly defined their 
religious identity as more of an expression of personal belief and articulated this to be because of 
the conflicting values of a modern secular society. This is consistent with Engebretson (2009), who 
believes “a strong sense of Catholic identity has been lost” (p. 14). She also shows her concern 
about Catholic identity amongst adolescents, as she believes that secularisation largely inhibits 
adolescents’ religious identity formation processes. This inhibition was evident throughout the 
research process. 
Christians 
A number of participants considered themselves Christians, being active members of a Christian 
Church, such as Lutheran, Anglican, or Uniting. These students described the many similarities 
between Catholicism and Christianity. The participants in Case Study One particularly noted these 
similarities. Those students who attended a Christian primary school, and then attended a Catholic 
high school, noted the ease of transition between the two, because of the similar religious practices. 
Other participants described themselves as Christians, because they believe the Christian teachings 
provided them with a positive example of how to conduct themselves in society, and gave them 
faith; something in which to believe. Lisa was a clear example of adopting the Christian way of life, 
despite not attending church. She grew up in the Anglican faith, but stopped attending church as a 
teenager. She still strongly agrees that Christian values assist her with making positive moral 
decisions. 
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Other faiths 
Throughout all three schools, particularly described in Case Study One, students identified with a 
number of non-Christian faiths, such as Buddhism and Islam. Participants described the lack of 
Buddhist and Islamic schools in Australia, and they (or their parents) believed that opting for a 
Catholic education was the next best option. Some of the students were active in their faith, 
attending temples and other places of worship, weekly. Others did not attend weekly worship, but, 
rather, upheld their faith beliefs at home and in their daily living. 
These participants all acknowledge the similarities between Catholicism and their own faiths, often 
relating or adjusting their schools’ teaching of Catholicism to their own religious faith. The 
participants are actively involved in their schools’ Catholic practices, and feel accepted in the 
Catholic community, despite their religious differences. Students acknowledged that they were 
aware, prior to their enrolment, that they would be required to participate in their schools’ religious 
practices, but said they would have done so anyway, as participation did not inhibit their faith in 
any way. 
Atheists or non-religious affiliation 
A number of participants identified with either being an atheist, agnostic, or “not religious.” These 
participants often came from families sharing similar beliefs. Some of these participants 
acknowledged they were confused about religion, and that they were unsure about whether they 
believed in God, or if a god, or gods, existed. Whilst some of these participants reluctantly partook 
in their schools’ religious rituals, others used the time to draw positive messages from their schools’ 
Catholic experiences, and used the time to reflect upon their lives. All participants acknowledged 
that attending a Catholic school did not change their religious identity, however some participants 
stated that their attendance at a Catholic school broadened their worldviews so that they are more 
accepting of those with religious beliefs. 
Spiritual 
A number of participants considered themselves as spiritual, rather than religious. While each 
student seemed to have a unique definition of spirituality, most who considered themselves spiritual 
did so as separate from religion. They described their respect for religion, and drew upon various 
aspects of faiths from a variety of different religions that were relevant to their values. Michael 
articulated spirituality to be “an expression of oneself,” dissociated from religion. This similarly 
reflects the work of Barna (2001), who describes adolescents as “the Mosaics,” meaning that they 
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customise and blend religious ideals to suit their personal preferences. Similarly, Rossiter (2011) 
defines contemporary spirituality of adolescents as individualistic and eclectic, where spirituality 
can be considered with or without religion. 
Participants who did have a religious affiliation, such as Catholicism, also described their spiritual 
identity, which could be either religious or non-religious. Most of those who had a religious 
affiliation considered spirituality to be “an expression of oneself” (Michael, CS3), through whatever 
form of expression, be that religion, music, or other. This reiterates the work of Mason (2010), who 
describes how spirituality is a “creative construction of the self” (p. 55). 
 
Finding Two: Adolescents’ religious identities are highly personalised and distinct. 
The participants embraced a common, implicit understanding of the highly personalised and 
individual nature of religious identity work. Regardless of one’s religious affiliation, the 
participants recognised that each person’s understanding of his/her religious identity or religious 
views is unique and understood in his/her own personal way. For example, the participants revealed 
that if a person considers him- or herself Catholic, this could encompass a wide variety of 
definitions, expectations, and values, depending on the individual’s views. The participants 
described how religious identity was not a topic of much conversation amongst their peers; rather 
they widely acknowledged that personal and religious differences would be expected, and should be 
respected unquestionably. As articulated by Dillen (2007), many students who identified as Catholic 
did so on their “own terms” (p. 8). For adolescents, religious identity may be understood as an 
expression of personal belief, rather than a belief that is informed by a particular religious 
affiliation. Naming their religious affiliation (such as Catholic), does not determine one’s religious 
identity; rather it articulates that one holds a personal belief and how aspects of Catholicism inform 
general identity work. 
This finding also reflects the way in which adolescents define Catholic identity. Particularly in the 
group interviews, the participants’ understandings of a Catholic identity were unique, with no 
consistent or common definition; rather, a mutual agreement of the unique views that each person 
holds was evident. This implies a non-standardised view of Catholicism amongst adolescents. 
Perhaps, this non-standardised view of Catholic identity amongst the adolescents in this study 
confirms Grace and O’Keefe’s (2007) suggestion that the term Catholic is becoming secularised. 
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The participants also described how they may change their public expression of their religious 
identity, depending on social or cultural expectations. The participants explained how around 
certain groups they might project a different religious identity to suit the social environment in 
order for them to feel more accepted within a group. For example, Kate, who is a College leader, 
was more open and positive to Catholicism, as this is expected of her within that role. Kate suggests 
that being a College leader hasn’t changed her identity, it hasn’t changed who I am, rather it has 
changed her identity within the school setting: it changed the way I behave. This links with 
Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical view of the self, whereby the self acts out particular identities in 
order to feel accepted within a particular culture, or to project a desired identity. Kate’s example 
demonstrates the strong role of social processes in actively constructing identity, as explained by 
social identity theory. This finding also demonstrates the active engagement of cultural elements 
and cultural context in shaping identity work and the active role of agency (Cerulo, 1997; McInnes 
& Corlett, 2012; Watson, 2008). 
The findings also reveal the way in which adolescents’ broad religious identities are positively 
influenced by school religious practices. Nevertheless, maintaining a Catholic identity is also 
challenged by secular societal social values. 
 
Finding Three: Catholic school religious practices supports positive identity work and religious 
respect. 
Regardless of the participants’ religious affiliations, the participants described the schools’ religious 
values as a positive influence on their personal identity work, with them often using Catholic values 
as a tool to inform moral guidance. Through a positive religious experience, adolescents were able 
to better support “moral and spiritual wellbeing” (Rossiter, 2001a, p. 1; see also Ryan & Goldburg, 
2001). 
The participants also recognised the way in which their school attendance fostered a deeper 
appreciation for other religions, and fostered religious respect. This was particularly evident in the 
schools’ religious events beyond the core classroom religious education program, such as through 
the schools’ religious music practices, school Masses, social justice activities, and outreach 
programs. The students’ religious identities within each school were highly varied, yet all students 
felt accepted within the Catholic school community. The participants who identified as Catholic, 
particularly in Case Study One, became more open and accepting of other faiths through the 
schools’ acceptance and equality of all students, regardless of religious and cultural backgrounds. 
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Through the cultural and religious diversity of the students, their different lifeworlds came together, 
to promote a deeper understanding and respect of religious difference. This was similarly confirmed 
when interviewing participants of non-Catholic faith, who described how they felt included and 
accepted, despite religious difference, and were not alienated in any way. Several participants 
described the ways that they previously considered themselves atheists, and held a negative view of 
religion, however, through their positive experience in a Catholic school, they were positively 
shaped to be more accepting and respectful for religion or the religious. 
 
Finding Four: Catholic identity is often challenged in a modern and secular society, and, as a result, 
adolescents often define their religious identity as spiritual. 
Consistent across the case studies, participants expressed how they were challenged with upholding 
a Catholic faith due to living in a secular society, and often defined their religious identity as 
spiritual, enabling them to draw upon relevant aspects of the Catholic faith, and other faiths, as a 
guide for daily living. Grace and O’Keefe (2007) state that secularisation is one of the major 
influences that challenge a Catholic identity; a fact which was clearly expressed by the participants. 
One distinct example was sexuality, with a heterosexual identity being viewed as “normal” by 
traditional Catholic Church views, thus challenging Michael’s religious and sexual identity. 
As a result of challenges between sacred and secular ways, many adolescents turn to defining their 
religious identity as spiritual, whereby they do not have to conform to one particular religious 
identity, or follow all aspects of one religious faith. While some students described spirituality as 
being interconnected to religion, such as spirituality explored through Catholicism, spirituality was 
generally referred to as distinct from, and separate to, religious identity. The diverse views of 
spirituality shared by the participant’s signals the way in which adolescents explore their spiritual 
and religious identities in a demanding secular society. The customised blend of multi-faith views 
(Barna, 2001) was also evident through students who defined their religious or spiritual identities in 
unique ways, blending some traditional views from religion together with their own interpretations 
of religious meaning, in order to articulate their spiritual or religious faith. Many define themselves 
as “spiritual,” rather than defining themselves within a specific religious identity, enabling them to 
have greater flexibility in their customised views about faith (Barna, 2001). Michael defined 
spirituality as distinct from religious identity and representative of self-expression.  
 
 Religious Music in Everyday Life    195 
 
Finding Five: Adolescents struggle with the sacred traditions’ application in the wider world. 
Grace and O’Keefe (2007) state, “Catholic schools across the world continue to struggle to bring 
young people to a knowledge and experience of God in the world which seems increasingly 
indifferent ...” (p. 3). The participants identified that they value Catholic teachings, however 
struggle with its application within the wider social and (mostly) secular environment. The 
changing nature of culture is also an important construct in understanding adolescents’ spiritual and 
religious identity work, and the way our social environment impacts upon this. Australian culture is 
becoming increasingly secularised and “educational access to their cultural religious heritage can 
make a valuable contribution to their (adolescents’) personal development” (Crawford & Rossiter, 
2006, p. 7). Throughout their book, Collins-Mayo and Beaudoin (2010) provide further evidence 
about the influential nature of social and cultural contexts that influence adolescents’ religiosity and 
spirituality, such as education, family, economy, consumerism, and the media, to name a few. 
Felicity provided an example of a friend who had confided in her and come to terms with her sexual 
identity as a lesbian. Felicity’s conflicting values, between her sacred religious identity and secular 
social identity, caused confusion as to how to support her friend. Felicity was unsure whether to 
encourage her friend to follow the heterosexual views of the Catholic Church, or whether to support 
her friend in coming to terms with her gay sexual identity.  
 
Summary – Part A 
Individually, music and religion are significant influences on adolescents’ identity work. This 
influence has been identified in the literature and reinforced by the participants in this study. The 
religious and musical identities that adolescents bring to their schooling are diverse and highly 
personalised. This, they recognise and respect. What is lacking in the literature is how religious 
music influences adolescents’ identity work and their lived experiences of religious music at 
Catholic schools. This issue will now be addressed. 
Learning about the musical and religious identities the participants bring to their schooling reveals a 
rich and diverse set of experiences that I had not expected. I came to realise that many of these 
musical and religious identities would be unknown to the staff and students of the school. 
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Part B: Religious Music 
Part B will address religious music and the related research questions. It draws upon key themes 
and ideas from the narratives to better understand adolescents’ lived experiences of religious music 
at their schools. Research Questions 2 and 3 will be addressed in Part B. 
 Research Question 2: What are adolescents’ everyday experiences of religious music in 
schooling? 
 Research Question 3: What informs the delivery of religious music in Catholic schools in 
Australia? 
 
Everyday Experiences of Religious Music 
Finding One: Religious music fosters collective identity and community. 
A clear theme to emerge throughout the case studies is how religious musical experiences brought a 
sense of community and belonging to the students. By participating in these rituals (Sylvan, 2002), 
the participants felt a sense of “sameness;” they were not individually judged, rather they were seen 
as a collective entity. Bryk et al. (1993) argue that young people’s identity work best occurs through 
a strong sense of collective identity and interaction, which was clearly evident in this study. The 
schools’ religious events created in the participants a sense of togetherness and acceptance, 
specifically during religious music sessions, when they came together to sing. The participants 
discussed how, despite religious or personal differences, the unity and sacredness of the traditions 
fostered religious respect and community spirit. Through singing and participating in the religious 
rituals, all the students were fulfilling the same role, in the same way, and no-one was 
individualised. The students did not have to justify or negotiate their own personal identities, but 
rather to conform and contribute to a larger, collective identity. 
Campbell et al. (2007) argue that music can be a powerful source of promoting community and 
collective identity, and this was clearly evident in all case studies. Through music, the participants 
came together to connect with a shared understanding and purpose. Belonging to a religious 
community, and participating in religious rituals, was also pointed out by Sylvan (2002) as a 
powerful way of uniting people in a shared purpose, again supporting the findings of this study. 
This finding also supports those of Campbell and colleagues’ (2007) study, which describes the way 
music brings adolescents together in common identity. This social aspect of music has also been 
highlighted by Tarrant et al. (2001). 
 Religious Music in Everyday Life    197 
 
The participants also described their religious music experiences as contributing to how they define 
their school as a collective identity. This collective identity, associated with the schools’ religious 
music rituals, gave the participants a strong sense of belonging and group identity. The participants 
described various religious songs and religious music experiences that gave them a sense of 
collective identity. Examples of this include: Case Study One, that’s what defines us as Immaculata 
girls, and Case Study Two, It’s like a big army ... everyone’s together. This sense of collective 
identity (Cerulo, 1997) and a “united” culture, is a powerful example of how religious music can 
influence adolescents’ identity, even in a non-religious way.  
 
Finding Two: Religious music fosters spirituality and a deeper connection to adolescents’ own 
religious identities. 
Consistent across all three case studies, the participants identified the value of religious music in 
fostering their own spirituality and religious identities. For many students, religious music provided 
time to foster their relationships with God or spirituality, which was the most significant purpose of 
religious music across the schools. Whether the students identified as Catholic, religious, spiritual, 
or other, engaging with religious music provided time for reflection during which they could 
analyse their lives, what is important to them, and their relationships with others. 
The participants identified music as a powerful way to communicate and engage in religious 
traditions (Scally, 1994; Simcoe, 1985). Many participants admitted that the music was the most 
engaging part of the Mass and the religious rituals, and many said that the music was the only 
element of the Mass with which they had in fact engaged. This is consistent with the literature, 
which discusses how music can enhance religious worship and engagement for adolescents (Lytch, 
2004; Scally, 1994). 
Throughout the religious songs, the participants found their own ways to engage with the music, 
drawing their own meanings and interpretations of the Mass. They described the way music allowed 
for a more open, personal interpretation of meaning, rather than the prescriptive nature of biblical 
texts or homily. They identified how religious music gave them time to reflect on their spiritual or 
religious journeys, through the ambience and the atmosphere it created. Religious music also 
encouraged a sense of reflection about students’ lives, values, beliefs, and their relationships. For 
many participants, this was the only time when they used the opportunity to reflect on their lives 
and their religious journeys, something that did not occur as a result of any other form of music or 
ritual in their lives. 
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Finding Three: Adolescents value sacred religious music, as it promotes a sense of stability in 
adolescents’ identity work. 
I anticipated the importance of religious music to some adolescents, however I discovered that 
participants particularly valued sacred music as a core component of their Catholic schooling 
experience. They described how the traditional religious music brought a sense of spirituality and 
sacredness to their religious experiences. For some, the school was the only place in which they had 
heard such music. The participants suggested that the sacred music was unlike any other music they 
had heard throughout their daily lives, and therefore became a special part of the religious 
experience. Hence, sacred music can be a powerful symbolic tool in connecting adolescents 
(DeNora, 2000) with religious ritualistic experience (Leaver & Zimmerman, 1998; Simcoe, 1985; 
Sylvan, 2002). The students also said that traditional religious music brought the Mass back to its 
true intention and purpose, and maintained the essence of Catholicism. Music was symbolic of the 
Mass and the Catholic tradition. Earl (2007) acknowledges that music seems to be a valuable 
teaching method in terms of assisting liturgical action, which was also evident in all three case 
studies. This is consistent with the research of Mulligan (2007), who articulates that maintaining 
Catholic traditions and roots, and making Catholic schools “distinctively Catholic,” is important for 
adolescents’ identity work in these types of schools. 
The participants identified that religious rituals at school (Sylvan, 2002) gave them a sense of 
stability and familiarity in a somewhat chaotic and unstable world. Stability has been identified in 
the literature as an important factor to maintaining positive identity and self-worth (Giddens, 1991). 
The students told me about the anxieties, pressures, and demands of being a teenager, and that the 
schools’ religious traditions create a familiar and stable environment; students familiar with when to 
stand, sit, kneel, and sing. Therefore, these religious rituals provided positive support to 
adolescents’ identity work. 
In addition to the key findings, the participants identified the way in which space may change their 
religious experiences, thus shaping their religious identities.  
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Finding Four: Sacred space changes adolescents’ experiences of religious music. 
The way in which “space” can have a significant impact on adolescents’ religious lived experiences 
emerged from the data as a clear theme. The participants spoke about how a place or space impacts 
on how they connect and engage with religious rituals. Each school has its own chapel, however 
each is too small to accommodate the entire school body. This means that each school has to utilise 
their schools’ largest venue in order to hold whole-school religious events. Two of the schools use 
the school gymnasium, while the other uses the school hall. All three of these venues are used for a 
variety of other events, including exams. 
Unlike the reverential space of the school chapel, other spaces in the school brought a mixed array 
of feelings. Various factors, including the lack of religious symbols, the lack of carpet, and the 
distance between the priest and the students, all contribute to creating a less engaging religious 
experience. Upon further reflection, this was also obvious throughout my observations, when 
students entered the chapel in a silent and more reverent state, compared to the whole-of-school 
Masses held in a communal space. The participants described the change of ambience in different 
places in the school, however participant’s at all three case study sites acknowledged that the school 
chapel felt more spiritual and religious than other spaces within the schools, connecting further to 
their religious identities. This included how they experienced the songs, the sermons, and other 
religious rituals, which, they believed, all felt more spiritual in the chapel. Clandinin and Connelly 
(2000, p. 4) discuss Silko’s (1996) idea that “our identities are inextricably linked with our 
experiences in a particular place.” The religious experience that adolescents have is significantly 
influenced by the space in which it occurs. DeNora (2000) and Lytch (2004) also argue that the 
social environment has a significant impact on the process of identity work. This impact is evident 
in this study. 
 
The Delivery of Religious Music 
At each school, religious music was delivered in different ways, showcasing the diversity of the 
schools’ identity, student cohort, and music resources. Two key findings arose in relation to the 
delivery of religious music at each school; the institutional identity of a Catholic school, and the 
individual identity of the Catholic school. 
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Finding One: Religious music is informed by the institutional identity of a Catholic school. 
As anticipated, religious music was a valued part of, and strongly connected to, Catholic school 
identity. A standardised Mass and religious events were common across all three case study sites, 
and similar songs used. Most of the schools’ Catholic events, such as Saint’s Day Celebrations, 
liturgies, chapel services, and Masses, featured music. Music mostly connected to the theme of the 
event, such as reflecting the liturgical calendar day, to support liturgical worship. The music 
intimately connected with the formal nature of the Mass and the religious traditions. Formal 
religious events, such as Masses, consisted mostly of Catholic hymns and traditional Christian 
songs, with more secular music (used in a spiritual way) used at less formal occasions, such as 
chapel services. Only a minimal number of secular songs were used in these formal settings. Formal 
events always featured live music, either bands, choirs, or ensembles, while informal events used a 
combination of music recordings, solo performers, or smaller ensembles. At informal events, music 
was also used with PowerPoint presentations, or for reflection; music being a powerful medium of 
communication. Regardless of how the music was used at each school, it seemed to be a powerful 
and engaging part of the Catholic experience. 
 
Finding Two: Religious music is informed by the individual identity of each Catholic school. 
At Immaculata Catholic College, music was quite traditional, with sacred music, such as chants and 
hymns, being the most commonly used. Flutes, violins, and piano would accompany the liturgy 
choir at all times. The music at this school seemed to be directed through the principal’s vision, and 
then passed onto the religious and music coordinator. Through discussion between the principal and 
the religious and music coordinators, the songs were chosen, and then taught to the liturgy 
ensemble. Music seemed to be holy, sacred, and spiritual. 
At Westcourt Catholic College, similar traditional music was chosen to that at Immaculata, however 
its delivery was quite different. The songs featured a drum kit, a concert band, and a junior choir, 
which often used hand actions for the songs. The feel of the music was more upbeat, and the songs 
were played at a faster tempo. An occasional secular song was used in the less formal religious 
events, particularly when CDs or recordings were used. These songs were chosen to be relevant to 
the message of the event; “poverty” being one such example. 
At St John Murray Catholic College, it was common to hear secular music at a variety of Catholic 
events. The school’s religious events and activities often featured a theme, such as love or faith, 
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which determined the scriptures, music, and other readings in the Mass. Songs were chosen mainly 
for the lyrics and their appropriateness to the theme. A mixture of traditional hymns (performed 
with drums and the liturgy ensemble), Christian rock (such as Hillsong),36 and secular music that 
had appropriate lyrics were used. The type of Mass, whether voluntary and mainly student-run, a 
chapel service for the various year levels, or a whole-of-school Mass, determined the extent of 
secular, sacred, and traditional music used. 
The different ways in which music was used in each school seemed to depend upon the school’s 
religious leadership and the input of music staff into the religious music program. At Immaculata 
Catholic College, the principal’s traditionalist and “dominion vision” dictated the nature of religious 
worship at the school. At Westcourt Catholic College, the school’s APRIM37 shared his vision with 
the music coordinator, and they worked collaboratively to achieve a successful and relevant Mass 
experience. At St John Murray Catholic College, the liturgical music coordinator, who was not 
Catholic, directed the music for all religious events, often liaising with the student leadership. 
 
Two additional findings emerged. Firstly, if religious music is not chosen appropriately, it may 
disrupt adolescents’ religious identity work. In all three case study schools, the participants shared 
examples of when this had occurred during their schooling experience. Secondly, throughout the 
case study schools, the gender of students enrolled by the schools, the schools’ Catholic affiliations, 
or age range of enrolled students, only marginally influenced the findings of the study. 
Finding Three: Religious music chosen inappropriately may disrupt adolescents’ spiritual and 
religious focus, thus impacting their religious identity work. 
It was clear that how music is used and selected for religious events was an important issue for the 
participants. Although their immediate responses indicated an attraction to popular secular music, 
after contemplation and consideration of the purpose of religious music, the participants stated that 
religious music should be tied to liturgical action and should help to reinforce the message of the 
Mass (Joncas, 1997; Vatican, 1963). After all, religious music, for many students, was the main 
ritual, or, for some, the only ritual, in which they were engaged and through which they were 
connected to their schools’ religious traditions. 
                                                             
36 Contemporary Pentecostal Christian music. 
37 APRIM = Assistant Principal in Religious Identity and Mission. 
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The participants suggested that when music is irreverent or unrelated to the Mass it can cause 
disruption to religious meaning, and to their religious identity work. The participants discussed how 
traditional religious music brought an ambience to their experience, unlike the contemporary 
secular music that they experience in their daily lives. For many participants, the sacred music 
spoke to them on a more powerful religious level, helping them with their religious identity work. 
The participants suggested that, in most cases, sacred music was more fitting and relevant to the 
Mass than contemporary sacred music or secular music. For example, Nhi discussed the use of a 
secular song in a Mass, and how this confused her religious understanding. This aligns with the 
findings of Joncas (1997) and Simcoe (1985) who point out that liturgical music is an important 
Catholic tradition and is connected to liturgical action (Vatican, 1963). 
Although the participants discussed how traditional sacred music was often more fitting and 
meaningful to their religious experience, they did not oppose secular music, as it created musical 
variety and other avenues through which they could explore their religious identities. Another 
interesting finding was that secular music, if chosen appropriately, can enrich adolescents’ religious 
experiences and religious identity work, through its ability to offer a wider range of interpretations 
and meanings. The participants recognised how each of them is on a unique spiritual journey, and 
secular music provides more opportunities for them to foster this spirituality in a more open way, 
without the barrier of Catholic lyrics. Thus, secular music carefully chosen could be more engaging 
and relevant to a wider adolescent audience. 
Interestingly, the participants I interviewed, who identified as strong practising Catholics, stated 
that secular music was not a barrier to their religious identity work, but rather that it continued to 
support their religious identity work in the same way as sacred music. When the participants heard 
secular music being used in a sacred context, they drew the same religious meanings and values as 
when sacred music was used. They even acknowledged that there were times when hearing these 
secular songs outside school, in a secular context, triggered them to reflect back on the sacred 
experience, continuing their religious identity work beyond school. Overall, the participants valued 
both sacred and secular music, depending on the circumstances and songs chosen. 
The participants discussed the potential for secular music to be a bridging point to religious identity. 
They believed that secular songs were more open to interpretation, allowing students to take their 
own meaning from them when experienced in a religious context. This view is consistent with 
DeNora (2000), who states that, “music’s specific meanings and its link to circumstances simply 
emerge from its association with the context in which it is heard” (p. 66). 
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Finding Four: The school’s co-educational or single sex environment, Catholic affiliation, or 
student age ranges within the school, marginally impacted the findings of the study. 
All three case study schools were significantly different in terms of gender enrolment, Catholic 
affiliation, and student age range. These differences are set out in Figure 8. The diversity of the 
schools was intentional in order to see whether the previously mentioned factors influenced the way 
religious music was used, or the way religious music may shape adolescents’ religious identity 
work. However, these factors proved to be marginal in terms of the study’s findings. 
Similarly, the schools’ socio-economic and cultural backgrounds only marginally impacted the 
study’s results.  
Summary Part B 
Drawing upon adolescents’ lived experiences, my observations, and the literature, religious music 
proved to be an important and valued part of adolescents’ Catholic schooling experience. The 
participants were very clear that religious music was important to them, and they identified 
significant ways in which it impacted upon their identities. Religious music was a positive influence 
in participants’ identity work, and provide a space within which they could explore their spiritual 
and religious identities, come together as a united community, and draw meanings relevant to their 
lives. 
Figure 8 The Case Study Sites. 
 
 
•All girls
•Secondary school only
•Low socio-economic
•Multicultural
•No parish affiliation / Founder: Father Jules Chevalier
Case Study One
Immaculata 
Catholic College
•ALl boys
•R-12 school
•Mid socio-economic
•Strong Italian culture
•Edmund Rice School / Parish at school
Case Study Two
Westcourt 
Catholic College
•Co-educational
•Seperate junior and senior campuses
•Mid - high socio-economic
•Predominantly Anglo-Saxon
•Jesuit school / Parish at both campuses
Case Study Three
St John Murray 
Catholic College
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Part C: Religious Music and Identity Work 
Part C will summarise Parts A and B, and draw conclusions relating to the overarching research 
question: 
What role does religious musical experience play in adolescent identity work in Catholic schools?
 
Religious music is a unique part of adolescents’ religious experience, schooling, and identity work. 
The findings of this study emphasise the multifaceted influence of religious music on adolescents’ 
identity work; their religious identity, music identity, social identity, and personal identity. 
Religious Music Supports Religious Identity Work 
Religious music supports adolescents’ religious identity work through providing a time when 
adolescents can engage with music and lyrics in their own spiritual or religious way. Religious 
music proved more flexible in meeting adolescents’ identity needs than other aspects of religious 
practice. Religious music was identified as the most influential religious practice on adolescents’ 
religious identity, fostering a deeper spiritual and religious connection. However, when music was 
chosen inappropriately it had the potential to disrupt spiritual and religious focus. Traditional 
Catholic music, such as hymns, was generally the preferred music choice over popular Christian 
music, as it was tied to liturgical action and reinforced the message of the service. Conversely, 
secular music, used in spiritual and religious ways, allowed adolescents of all faiths, to connect and 
draw their own personal meanings from the music. 
Religious Music Expands Musical Identity Work 
Religious music expanded adolescents’ musical identities, through their exposure to religious music 
not often heard outside the church or school experience. For those who did not attend a weekly 
parish or Mass, the religious music experiences provided by the school were the only opportunities 
for adolescents to hear such music. For musicians, religious music was identified as a unique style 
of music with which they could engage through singing, performing, or simply listening. 
Religious Music Fosters Positive Social Identity Work 
Religious music supports adolescents’ sense of group identity through the way it fosters a unique 
school identity. Participants identified the way in which certain songs are identified as distinctive to 
their school community, defining them as independent from other Catholic schools. Participation in 
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religious music practices also fostered an institutionalised Catholic identity, as participants shared a 
common understanding of Catholic expectation and rituals. Most significantly, religious music 
provided a space within which adolescents could unite to sing in unique and common identity, 
allowing them to feel a sense of community and belonging. Religious music brought feelings of 
empowerment, acceptance, togetherness, and belonging. 
Religious Music Shapes Personal Identity Work  
Adolescents’ personal identity work is shaped by religious music, as adolescents engage with 
routines and rituals of Catholic practices. Many participants identified the importance of 
consistency and structure in creating stability and familiarity within their personal worlds. Religious 
music also enabled a time of quiet reflection, when adolescents could be at peace with themselves 
and each other. For some, religious music provided an opportunity for personal expression, through 
singing, worshipping, reflecting, and engaging with others. 
 
Summary of Part C 
Religious music is a valued and important part of adolescents’ Catholic school experiences, shaping 
their identity work in both religious and non-religious ways. Whilst it should be recognised that 
many other facets influence adolescents’ lived experiences of religious music, religious music 
evidently plays a significant role in their identity work. 
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Chapter Eight: Conclusion 
This study sought to investigate adolescents’ lived experiences with religious music in three 
Catholic schools. The findings demonstrate and emphasise the importance of religious music in 
Catholic schools in shaping adolescents’ identity work. 
Both religious identity and musical identity were examined, in order to better understand 
adolescents’ engagement with religious music. As the participants sought to define their religious 
identities, rich and diverse definitions and religious identities emerged, demonstrating the multi-
faith communities within Catholic schools. These multi-faith communities did not deter students 
from Catholicism. On the contrary, they demonstrated the accepting culture of Catholic schools and 
the similarities between religions. The participants valued their schools’ religious teachings, 
however often found it difficult to apply sacred teachings within a secular world. As a result, 
adolescents defined their religious identities loosely, with varied definitions of Catholicism. 
Furthermore, many adolescents defined their religious identities as spiritual, drawing upon various 
aspects of faiths that they saw relevant to their lives. The participants valued their schools’ religious 
rituals, as these provided a sense of stability in students’ lives, bringing to bear a common collective 
identity. For some, the religious rituals were a key part of their school’s overall identity. 
The participants’ musical identities were as rich and diverse as their religious identities. The 
participants shared stories of their families and cultural backgrounds, both of which influenced their 
musical preferences. For those participants who engaged with religion beyond school, their musical 
identities also comprised religious musical experiences. The participants’ musical identities also 
appeared to be socially constructed. Music was used as means of feeling accepted, and as social 
dialogue amongst peers, identifying musical identities that reflected the values of participants’ 
social surrounds. Many participants did not share publicly their personal music identities. The 
participants shared the importance of music in their lives: music provided a sense of comfort, moral 
guidance, and was a tool for self-expression. It was a fundamental part of their lives and their 
identities. 
Religious music clearly proved to be a vital and positive schooling experience. Through collective 
music-making as a whole school, especially in relation to singing, participants felt accepted and a 
sense of belonging to a community, fostering a collective identity. All students shared in a similar 
role, singing for a common purpose. Religious music was a core part of what defines their schools’ 
identities, fostering a united culture. Religious music was most notably an engaging part of 
religious rituals, during which adolescents could develop their spiritualty and religious identities 
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creating their own interpretations of the music and lyrics. Some participants described how music 
provides a powerful medium for religious teachings, often engaging students more so than other 
religious media. Secular music, if chosen carefully, can support the religious meanings in the ritual 
just as can sacred music. Secular music allowed non-Catholics to engage and be familiar with a 
style of music, and allowed the drawing of meanings and themes relevant to the ritual. The use of 
secular music in religious settings was also identified as supportive of adolescents’ religious 
identity work beyond school. When the participants heard a secular song that was used in a school 
religious ritual, it reminded them of the religious meanings that were associated with that song at 
school. However, it was clear that if secular music was chosen, and did not connect with liturgical 
action, it could cause disruption and confusion to adolescents’ religious and spiritual identity work. 
Across all three case study sites, the participants emphasised that they value sacred music, and, in 
most cases, prefer sacred music to secular music in religious rituals. Sacred music always connected 
to liturgical action, was ritualistic of the event, and provided a sense of sacredness and spirituality. 
For many participants, school was the only place in which they heard such religious music. 
Therefore, this further add to their musical identity. The participants recognised the importance of 
fostering tradition with the use of sacred music, and did not want to see religious music modernised. 
Across all three case study sites, the school’s religious music was informed by both individual 
identity and an institutionalised identity. Each school celebrated particular religious events or 
saints’ days in similar ways, with regular Masses and liturgies all structured in a similar manner. 
Dependent on the occasion, the music would suit the event and theme. However each school’s 
religious music also had an individual identity, as each school uniquely delivered music dependent 
on the resources, instrumentalists, singers, and tradition in the school. The principal seemed to have 
a key role in terms of fostering the individual identity of each school’s religious music, with the 
music staff also playing roles. 
Interestingly, the participants identified how the physical space in which religious rituals take place 
sometimes changed their religious or spiritual experience. In all three schools, the school chapel 
was too small to fit the entire school congregation, so other communal areas, such as the school 
gymnasium or school hall, were utilised to celebrate these religious events. The participants 
described how the experience felt less sacred, not only because of the environment, but also because 
these places were primarily used for a variety of non-religious communal events. In my 
observations, it was clear that adolescents seemed more reverent as they entered the chapel as a 
“sacred space,” compared, for example, to their manner of entering the school gymnasium for a 
Mass. 
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I engaged in three unique case studies, and the schools’ gender enrolment, Catholic affiliation, 
students’ age range, and socio-cultural background minimally impacted the outcomes of the study. 
 
Implications for Research Policy and Practice 
The nature of this study was to uncover rich and deep accounts of the phenomenon: adolescents’ 
identity work and religious music in Catholic schools. The methods chosen to complete this 
research – qualitative case studies and narrative inquiry – proved fruitful in identifying ways in 
which religious music informs adolescents’ identity work. Acknowledging the different 
methodological choices may provide different insights of the phenomenon. In the following section, 
I will consider implications of the findings for research, policy, and practice. 
Research 
Future research that aims to discover participants’ lifeworlds, particularly with adolescents, should 
consider narrative inquiry as a powerful means of providing an enriched, in-depth account of each 
participant’s stories, social contexts, beliefs, and values. The participants responded positively to 
the research experience, and enjoyed sharing their stories and worldviews. Many participants 
wanted to share more stories and experiences than time would permit, and often wanted to know my 
story. Narrative inquiry proved to be a significant research tool, providing rich insights into 
education from a student perspective. 
Additional qualitative research may consider a longitudinal approach, over a period of more than 
one school term, to provide greater depth of findings within one school. Furthermore, researching 
different age groups, such as children or younger adolescents, may provide additional findings. 
Although this study found little evidence of gender influence on the findings, a larger population, 
focussing further on gender distinctions, might also prove otherwise. 
Considering other research methods, such as quantitative data collection, could address a larger 
cohort of students across a greater number of schools, in turn yielding different results. A large-
scale survey approach would provide an opportunity to measure the prevalence of the findings of 
this study across a larger population. Combining qualitative and quantitative methods, using a 
mixed methods approach, would provide a different perspective of the phenomenon. 
In terms of the broader phenomenon, research could compare schools of like tradition, such as 
comparing the religious music practices in Jesuit Catholic schools. This may uncover more nuanced 
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uses and ways in which religious music influences adolescents’ identity work within the Catholic 
tradition. In addition to Catholic schools, other Christian and non-denominational schools could be 
examined, investigating the ways in which religious music shapes adolescents’ identity work in 
such schools, in comparison to the findings of this study. Religious music also features beyond the 
school environment, and further research could consider the outside-of-school religious music 
influences in adolescents’ identity work. 
The role of space emerged as a unique theme from the research, acknowledging how adolescents’ 
lived experiences can be significantly shaped by the place and environment within which their 
experience takes place. Further research to investigate the different ways religious music in a 
variety of contexts may impact upon adolescents’ identity work would be beneficial for greater 
insight into adolescents’ lived experiences. 
Limited research exists in the field of religious music in Catholic schools and adolescent identity 
work, and in undertaking this research study I have only touched the surface of complex and 
intricate phenomena. 
Policy 
This research has highlighted adolescents’ strong views about how religious music impacts their 
identity work and spiritual journeys. Therefore, I recommend that Catholic school and Church 
leaders consult students further, in order to seek their views about the ways in which religious 
music can further support their religious identity work. Schools need to consider the diverse 
religious views and religious identities of adolescents, as identified by this research. Music has the 
potential to become a vital tool to support the cohesion of schools’ religious identities, and to 
support individual religious identity work. 
This research demonstrates the diverse ways in which Catholic schools utilise religious music, and 
encourages schools to enter into a dialogue to support their own religious music practices, and to 
consider ways of addressing adolescents’ lived experiences of religious music. The findings of this 
study suggest that adolescents’ identity work is supported by their engagement with religious music 
that is relevant to their lifeworlds. Catholic school teachers could support adolescents’ identity work 
by ensuring that the religious music to which adolescents are exposed, provides opportunities for 
such engagement. 
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Practice 
In all case studies, only a small cohort of students was actively engaged in religious music 
participation, while others engaged at a lower level. I recommend that greater resources and 
allocated time be given to the facilitation of religious music in Catholic schools. I also recommend 
providing opportunities for adolescents to engage and contribute to music in different ways, 
whether this is through singing, composing, performing, playing, or facilitating. 
Throughout this inquiry, I have identified the diverse religious and musical identities that 
adolescents bring to their schooling experiences. Learning about adolescents’ vast religious and 
musical identities can enrich the education system and help educators to better understand students 
and their identity needs. Educators should celebrate the unique religious and musical diversity 
within schools that can foster a sense of collaboration, understanding, and acceptance. Adolescents’ 
mixed religious identities can be acknowledged and become an important topic for discussion; one 
which supports adolescents’ life journeys and enriches Catholic education. I encourage educators to 
be open to the possibilities of what this may bring. 
Religious music is an asset that enriches education, unites students in a collective identity, and 
positively influences adolescents’ identity work. 
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Postlude 
This chapter closes with my own narrative, sharing some of the insights of my journey thus far. 
I began this research journey with the hope of better understanding the ways in which religious 
music shapes adolescents’ identity work. Whilst I feel I have achieved this goal, I have learnt so 
much more than I ever expected, and have so many more questions than when I started. 
Being a (school) teacher-researcher certainly brought its challenges, however I feel it also enriched 
my understanding of adolescents’ lifeworlds. This research has not necessarily changed my 
teaching approaches, rather it has changed my perceptions about the challenges, uncertainties, and 
daily struggles adolescents face with their identity work. It has helped me to acknowledge these 
complexities, and realise that music affects adolescents’ identity work beyond my expectations. 
This research has taught me the importance of student voice. The students enriched my own 
worldview about aspects of life I had not even considered. I learned the value of adolescents’ 
viewpoints and the way their opinions are far from shallow and judgemental, but rather articulate, 
speculative, rich, and insightful. Educators would do well to have an open mind, to listen to 
adolescents and ask for their views, and to recognise the diversity of adolescents’ personal 
journeys. 
I hope my research encourages the church, music educators, and classroom teachers to re-examine 
the ways in which adolescents’ identity work is continually being shaped by religious music, and to 
consider the importance of research in this field. 
Through this research journey, my own religious identity has been shaped and inspired by the 
participants in my study. I was confirmed Catholic in January 2014, an unexpected outcome from 
this study, nonetheless one that is of significance and importance to me. I recognise my Christian 
heritage, which I believe enriches my Catholic identity. 
To conclude this thesis, I leave you with a quote from Michael (St John Murray Catholic College) 
explaining why music at his school’s religious events is important: 
“Because music is something that almost everyone can connect to on a subconscious level. 
Psychologically it changes the way that we think and it creates a stimulus within our minds, that 
almost drives us to think deeper about what we are being told, who we are, or who we’ll be.” – 
Michael. 
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Note: Dates of case studies have been amended in the letters. Case study interviews were conducted 
at suitable times that were permitted by school gatekeepers.   
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Appendix A: Gatekeeper Permission – Catholic Education 
For the attention of the Catholic Education Office – Ethical Research Clearance 
To whom it may concern. 
My name is Janelle Colville and I am the Music Coordinator at (anonymous). I am currently pursuing a 
doctoral degree in music with The University of Queensland under the supervision of Professor Margaret 
Barrett and wish to seek the permission of the Catholic Education Office to carry out research in Catholic 
schools in _____(state). I would be grateful for this permission and for your support.  
I will be the primary investigator for the research and aim to reflect on, evaluate and provide 
recommendations concerning the role of everyday and  liturgical music experiences in the school 
environment in students’ religious identity development.  The project title of my research is: Religious Music 
in Everyday Life: Adolescents’ Identity Work in Catholic Schooling.  Lay project title: Adolescents 
experiences of church music in schools. 
 
The purpose of this research is to gain an understanding of: 
i. How liturgical music is used in Catholic schools in Australia. 
ii. What are students’ lived experiences of liturgical music in Catholic schools. 
iii. How  liturgical music experiences shape religious identity in adolescents. 
The findings will include recommendations for teacher practice in fostering students’ religious identity in the 
school environment. 
With permission of the school principal as well as teachers, parents and students involved, I will be using 
three schools as case studies whereby I will observe students and teachers in their everyday school 
environments and interview key people and students over the duration of one school term. My data collection 
methods may include some or all of the following: audio and videotaping of group and individual interviews 
with students, music and religious teaching staff, school principals, and clergy, photographs, observations, 
research diary entries and anecdotal reports.  
I shall endeavour to maintain total confidentiality of information and all names of participants and schools 
will be referred to by a pseudonym in any publications arising from the research.  
Please find attached the Participant Information Sheet which provides further information on the study and 
the Participant Consent Form. 
Please do not hesitate to contact me should you require further information. 
Yours sincerely, 
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Janelle Colville A.Mus.A., B.Mus.Ed., G.C.Cath.Ed., M.Mus.St., PhD Candidate 
 
 
GATEKEEPER PERMISSION 
 
 
I _______________________ on behalf of the __________________________________ 
of the Catholic Education Office of _______________(state)  give permission for Janelle Colville to carry 
out research as described above in Catholic schools. 
 
Signed ___________________________________ Date: _____________________ 
 
 
 
 
  
Please return to Janelle Colville: xxxx.  
E: jxxx@xxx. Ph: 04xxxxx 
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Appendix B: Gatekeeper Letter – Catholic Education 
RE: Permission to conduct research 
Dear ___________ 
My name is Janelle Colville and I am a PhD student in the School of Music with the University of 
Queensland. I am also the Music Coordinator at (anonymous). 
I am seeking permission to conduct research during 2011 and 2012, in three Catholic Schools in 
Adelaide. My study seeks to understand how adolescents form their religious and music identity in 
a school environment. Once completed, I will make the project report available to the Catholic 
Education Office and am happy to publish a paper for the Catholic Education Office that provides 
an overview of the study and the outcomes. This study will be beneficial for the Catholic Education 
Office and Catholic school educators for many reasons including; 
 Providing qualitative data about how students fulfil their religious identity in Catholic 
Schools 
 Gaining information about the musical identities students bring to school 
 Providing new information concerning the role of religious music in teenagers’ lives and the 
ways in which music impacts adolescents’ identity formation 
 Providing recommendations concerning the uses of music in creating engaging religious 
education  
 
I have attached relevant documents including a research outline, the targeted schools, timeline, 
ethics application and copy of my teachers registration/police check. 
Thank you for your assistance. I look forward to discussing my application to conduct research with 
you and sharing the knowledge I gain from the study. Please feel free to contact me on the above 
details should you require any other information. 
Yours sincerely, 
Janelle Colville 
Cert.IV.TAA.,A.Mus.A.,B.Mus.Ed.,G.C.Cath.Ed.,M.Mus.St.,PhD Candidate 
Attachments: Research Outline, Participant Information Sheets, Participant Consent Forms, Ethics 
Clearance, Ethics Application. 
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Appendix C: Gatekeeper Permission – School Principal 
For the attention of the Principal 
To whom it may concern. 
My name is Janelle Colville and I am the Music Coordinator (anonymous). I am currently pursuing a 
doctoral degree in music with The University of Queensland under the supervision of Professor Margaret 
Barrett and wish to seek the permission of your school to carry out observations and interviews over one 
school term. I would be grateful for this permission and for your support.  
I will be the primary investigator for the research and aim to reflect on, evaluate and provide 
recommendations concerning the role of everyday and liturgical music experiences in the school 
environment in students’ religious identity development.  The project title of my research is: Religious Music 
in Everyday Life: Adolescents’ Identity Work in Catholic Schooling.  Lay project title: Adolescents 
experiences of church music in schools. 
 
The purpose of this research is to gain an understanding of: 
i. How liturgical music is used in Catholic schools in Australia. 
ii. What are students’ lived experiences of liturgical music in Catholic schools. 
iii. How liturgical music experiences shape religious identity in adolescents. 
The findings will include recommendations for teacher practice in fostering students’ religious identity in the 
school environment. 
With permission of the school principal as well as teachers, parents and students involved, I will be using 
three schools as case studies whereby I will observe students and teachers in their everyday school 
environments and interview key people and students over the duration of one school term. My data collection 
methods may include some or all of the following: audio and videotaping of group and individual interviews 
with students, music and religious teaching staff, school principals, and clergy, photographs, observations, 
research diary entries and anecdotal reports.  
I shall endeavour to maintain total confidentiality of information and all names of participants and schools 
will be referred to by a pseudonym in any publications arising from the research.  
Please find attached the Participant Information Sheet which provides further information on the study and 
the Participant Consent Form. 
Please do not hesitate to contact me should you require further information. 
Yours sincerely, 
Janelle Colville A.Mus.A., B.Mus.Ed., G.C.Cath.Ed., M.Mus.St., PhD Candidate 
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GATEKEEPER PERMISSION 
 
I _________________________ role: (principal)_________________________________ 
From (school) ______________________________________________(state)__________,  
give permission for Janelle Colville to carry out research as described above in my school listed above. 
 
Signed ________________________________________ Date: _____________________ 
 
 
 
  
Please return to Janelle Colville: xxxx  
E:jaxx@xxx. Ph: 04xxxx 
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Appendix D: Participant Information Sheet 
 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET (PIS): 
PIS for school students participating in a research project 
 
Lay title: Adolescents’ experiences of church music at school. 
 
Name of investigator(s): Ms Janelle A Colville. A.Mus.A., B.Mus.Ed., G.C.Cath.St., M.Mus.St., PhD 
Candidate 
Supervisor: Professor Margaret Barrett, School of Music, University of Queensland 
Contact Details: Phone: 04xxxx, School of Music: Phone: (07) 3365 4949. 
Purpose of the research project: 
i) This research is for the purpose of a Doctor of Philosophy Degree with the School of Music, The 
University of Queensland undertaken by Ms Janelle A Colville under the supervision of 
Professor Margaret Barrett. 
ii) The research project is being undertaken to gain an understanding of: 
a. How church music is used in Catholic schools in Australia. 
b. What are students’ everyday experiences of church music in Catholic schools. 
c. How church music experiences shape people’s beliefs or values. 
Participant’s involvement: 
iii) You will be observed in a range of everyday activities at your school that relate to church music 
such as music or religion lessons, Masses and liturgies, music rehearsals or performances. The 
observation will not interrupt your activities and will take place over random periods within the 
school term. 
iv) You will be interviewed at an arranged time at your school initially through two group 
interviews followed by debriefing, then you may be asked to undertake three individual 
interviews at an arranged time, followed by debriefing to evaluate your interview answers. 
v) Questions will be asked to gain a further understanding of your music experiences. 
Nature of the questions include: 
a. An introduction – who you are and what type of music you like. 
b. Your musical identity – your musical journey and what music influences you. 
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c. Your IPOD – What music is on your IPOD? How often do you listen to music?  
d. Religious Identity – What are your religious beliefs and values? Do you go to church? 
e. Sacred music – What type of music do you have at school Masses? Is traditional music 
important? 
f. Purpose of religious music – What religious music would you like to hear in Mass? 
g. Lived experiences – Do you relate to the religious music at your school? Does the music 
evoke feelings? Do you help out in Mass? 
vi) The observations and interviews will take place over one school term. 
vii) Your involvement with the research is voluntary. 
 
Risks to the study: 
viii) There are no material risks. Participants may choose not to answer a question without fear or 
prejudice. 
ix) Participants are able to withdraw from the research at any time or refuse to participate in the 
research without fear or prejudice.  
x) If students’ are having any difficulties participating in the interviews for any reason such as ESL, 
learning difficulties etc, support will be made available where applicable. 
Confidentiality: 
xi) All research data and personal data will be kept secure and confidential data will be used solely 
for the purpose of the research. 
xii) All names of participants, schools and organisations will not be referred to by their real name in 
any publications arising from the research. 
xiii) A statement will be provided for feedback and results of the research to the participants involved 
in the study, where this is requested by the participants on the ethics consent form.  
 
Ethical consideration 
This study has been cleared by one of the human ethics committees of the University of Queensland in 
accordance with the National Health and Medical Research Council's guidelines. You are of course, free 
to discuss your participation in this study with project staff (Janelle Colville Ph: 0######  
Email##janelle.###@##com or School of Music, Professor Margaret Barrett (07) #####). If you 
would like to speak to an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact the Ethics 
Officer on (07) 3365 3924. 
 
Please proceed to the Participant Consent Form.
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Appendix E: Participant Consent Form 
 
PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM (PCF): PCF for students participating in a research project 
Lay title: Adolescents’ experiences of church music at school. 
Name of student participant: 
Name of investigator(s): Ms Janelle A Colville – School of Music, University of Queensland 
 
1. I consent to participate in this project, the details of which have been explained to me, and I 
have been provided with a copy of the information for this study. 
 
2.  I understand that after I sign and return this consent form it will be kept by the researcher. 
 
3. I understand that my participation will involve two group interviews followed by one group 
interview for checking through my interview responses.  I understand that I will be observed in 
music or religious related activities. I agree that I may be asked to participate in three 
individual interviews followed by debriefing to check through my interview responses.  
 
4. I acknowledge that: 
 
(a) the interviews and observation have been explained to my understanding; 
 
(b) I understand that I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without explanation or 
prejudice and to withdraw any unprocessed data I have provided; 
 
(c) the project is for the purpose of research only; 
 
(d) I have been informed that the confidentiality of the information I provide will be protected 
subject to any legal requirements; 
 
(e) I have been informed that with my consent the interviews will be audio-taped and I 
understand that audio-tapes will be stored confidentially with the researcher and destroyed 
within five years of the project’s completion;  
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(f) I understand that I will not be referred to by my real name in any publications arising from 
the research; 
 
(g) I agree that a final interview will take place at the end of the data collection whereby I can 
change my comments as needed; 
 
(h) I have been informed that a copy of the research findings will be forwarded to me, should I 
agree to this; 
 
(i) I understand that my participation is voluntary in this study. 
 
  
I consent to interviews being audio-taped    □ yes   □ no 
(please tick) 
  
I wish to receive a copy of the summary project report on research findings  □ yes  □ no 
(please tick) 
 
 
Student Signature:                                 Date: 
  
 
Parent/guardian (if participant under 18 years of age) Signature: ___________________ 
 
 
Parent/guardian name:        Date: 
  
 
 
 
Please return to Janelle Colville: xxxx  
E: janexxx@xxxx. Ph: 04xxxxx 
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Appendix F: Presentation introducing the study
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Appendix G: Student group interview questions 
Introduction: 
Thank you for coming. My name is Janelle. I’m studying music at the University of Queensland and I 
am here to ask you some questions about music you listen to and about religious music at your school 
and your thoughts and ideas on it.  
Group Interview One – Around Week 2 of the case study period – One hour 
Icebreakers – around the circle to each student 
 
Would you introduce yourself by name and tell me one thing about you and music. 
Tell me your first name and how long have you been in a Catholic school for 
 Probe: Was that primary and secondary? 
  Is it the whole time at your school? 
What type of music do you like to listen to and why do you like it? 
 What bands or artists is that? 
 What style would they be? 
 What would be your favourite or the most you listen to? 
 
Music identity students bring to school 
 
What influences  the music that you listen to? 
 Would it be friends/family/tv/radio/school? 
Can you tell me about your musical journey. So do/did you play an instrument, do your family 
members play an instrument, are you involved in music in the community etc 
 Did you do class music up to what year level? 
 Did you play in the school band or choir? 
 Why did you stop? 
 What made you want to do this? 
Could you tell me about a musical experience of any kind that really sticks out in your mind as being 
extra special. It could have been a gig, a concert you performed in, a music class moment etc 
 What about any live performances you went to? 
 An inspirational moment watching a musician on tv or on a CD? 
What does the music people listen to says something about who they are?  
 Do you think music reflects their personality or clothing? or their views about society etc 
What about you? Do you think the music you listen to or the music you play on your instrument/in 
your band describes you? What do you think it says about you? 
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What are some reasons why you listen to music? 
 
How does music express who you are as a person? 
 
Is there anything else you want to add about music and people’s identity? 
 
The IPOD Phenomenon 
 
Does everyone here have an IPOD or something similar? 
 What about an mp3  player or do you use your phone? 
How often would you listen to music on your IPOD? 
 Everyday: morning and night? 
Where do you listen to music on your IPOD 
 On the bus? 
 Doing homework?  
 Before you go to bed? Other? 
Do you listen to different types of music depending on what you are doing or what mood you’re in? 
Can you give me some examples?  
 What do you listen to if you are feeling down or in a bad mad? Why??  
 Or doing homework? What music helps you when doing your homework? 
 When you are doing sport? Cleaning your room? Getting ready to go out? 
Are there songs that you really relate to and help you get through some tough times? Would you name 
these? 
 Can you give me some examples of how music helps? 
How does music evoke feelings? If you listen to a certain style of music, how does it make you feel 
different? 
 If you listen to heavy metal music or listen to relaxation music, does it make you feel 
different? 
Have you used music to deliberately change your behaviour or feelings or emotions? Can you give an 
example? 
 
Do you think music changes the way people think or behave or act? How? 
 
Are you allowed to listen to your IPOD at school? 
 What do teachers say about having your IPOD at school? 
 Why do you think they say this?  
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 Is it because you might get it stolen or they don’t understand how music helps teenagers or 
don’t appreciate music themselves? Or…? 
 
Is there anything else you would like to add about IPODs and teenagers. 
  
Religious Identity 
 
Can you tell me about your religious beliefs? 
 Are you Catholic , practicing Catholic? Are you another religious denomination? Were you 
previously religious – what changed?  
 
Would you describe yourself as  spiritual?Why? 
Do you go to Church? How often/what is your involvement?  
 Type of church. 
 Why/why not? 
How do you define someone as being religious? For example if someone said to you “I am Catholic”, 
what defines that person as being Catholic? 
 Their values/beliefs/way they act/going to church/wearing a crucifix/believing in all the 
rules? 
 Do you think you have to go to church to be Catholic? 
You all go to a catholic school. What do you think it means to be Catholic? 
 
Is there anything else you would like to add about religion and music? 
 
 Thank you very much for your participation. It has provided me with some great insights. See you 
next time on ... 
 
Group Interview Two – Around Week 8 of the case study period – One hour 
 
Re-acquaintance – names, recap of what was talked about last time. 
 
Sacred music in schools 
What type of music do you have at school Mass? 
 Is it CDs that play, choirs/band? 
 Is the music all church music? 
 Is it modern music or old or mixture? 
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 Is it all religious music or is some music pop type  music but has a good message type of 
thing? 
Is the music student directed, teacher directed or a bit of both? 
 If teacher directed, is it mainly the music teacher, religious teacher? How does that work?? 
What role do traditional music like hymns and older music like chants play in religious practice? 
 Is it important to the church? 
 Is it important to continue the tradition? 
 Would it matter if we lost that tradition? 
 Should it be used in school Masses? 
When you hear the words “sacred music”, what do you think it means? 
 Also termed religious music/liturgical music. 
What is the purpose of sacred music? 
 Why do we have it? 
 Why do we keep doing it? 
Does sacred music help people with their religious beliefs? 
 Does it support/discourage peoples beliefs? 
 Does it help with your religious beliefs and practice? 
If there was no music at Masses or religious activities, would that really matter? 
What type of music would you like to hear in Mass? 
 Traditional, modern, secular, mixture? 
 Choir/band/cd?  
 Student or teacher directed? 
 Imagine you were the music or religious director at your school. Would you: 
 Keep or get rid of the traditional music? 
 Include secular music as well as sacred music? 
 Have band/choir/solo/cd? 
 What changes would you make to the music in Masses and religious events at your school to 
make it engaging and relevant to teenagers? 
 
Do you think that secular music is okay to use at Mass?  Why?  What type? Can you give examples. 
 
Have you had any secular music at Catholic events or Masses at your school?  
 Can you name any of them? Song or artist? 
 What type of style were they?  
What were they about? 
Why do you think this material was played? 
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Is there anything else you would like to add about sacred music at your school? 
 
Lived experience of religious music 
 
The music that you currently have at Mass and religious events at school, do you relate to it? 
 Do you ‘zone’ out when you have Mass songs? 
 Do you  sing along? 
 Do you relate to the lyrics? 
 Do you get bored when you hear the music and wish it would hurry up and be over? 
When you sit in Mass and listen to music, what feelings and thoughts come to mind? 
Have you ever experienced a piece of sacred music that has really spoken to you or has really 
connected to you? 
 Where was this? Was it at school Mass or retreat... 
 What type of song was it? 
Why do you think this was the case? 
 Do you think others have similar experiences? 
What do you dislike about sacred music at school or at your church? 
 The words/tune/message/style/instrumentation etc 
Have you played any particular role in a Mass? For example, been involved in the music or presented 
any readings? 
 If you were offered an opportunity to do this would you? If not, why not? 
 Describe the experience. Would you do it again? 
What parts of the Mass do you like and why? 
 Do you like the songs? The sermon? The Bible readings? Nothing? Why? 
How is traditional music important part of Catholicism? 
 What role does music play in Catholic events? 
 What does it aim to do? 
Is there anything else you would like to add about your experiences of sacred music? 
 
Religious music shape religious identity 
 
What do you think is the purpose of religious music? 
Why do we have it? 
Do you think it is fulfilling its purpose? 
What is your thought on this statement, “God can speak to you through music”? 
 How true do you think this statement is? 
 Do you agree/disagree? Why? 
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How important do you think music is for religion? 
Is there music out there that influences peoples’ beliefs and values? How? 
 Growing up, did music ever influence your beliefs or values? Can you give examples. 
Do you think religious music can influence peoples’ religious beliefs? 
 Has religious music ever made you think and change the way you behave or your religious 
beliefs. 
What would become of religion without music? Would it matter? 
Do you think that people are becoming less religious over the years? Why? 
 Ie non-practicing Catholics.  
 New age spirituality 
 Science/questioning thoughts? 
 Fulfilment through other avenues. 
Do you think that music is dwindling? And Why? 
 Is secular music creeping in? Why? Is that good? 
How is music changing in the church? IS the church changing its music with the times? 
Is it fulfilling peoples needs? 
Is there anything else you would like to add about religious beliefs and religious music? 
 
Does anyone have any comments that you would like to add about anything we have talked about in 
the interviews? 
 
 Thank you very much for your participation. I have really enjoyed getting to know you all and I 
have learnt a lot about music through your responses.
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Appendix H: Observation Guide 
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Appendix I: Sample Schedules for Interviews 
 
 
 
 
Week 7  Time  Name Room 
Thur 8th 11:15-12:00 Participant A  Office interview room 
Thur 8th 12:00-12:45 Participant B  Office interview room 
Week 8      
Tue 13th 8:45-9:45 Group A Library conference room 
Tue 13th 10:00-10:45 Group B Library conference room 
 
 
 
Participant A 
Participant B 
Participant C 
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